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Abstract
The kingdom of God is an ambiguous term that Jesus does not explicitly define. Traditional
scholarship has explained the kingdom in terms of its social, cultural and time aspects. Recent
scholarship is examining the spatiality of the kingdom of God to uncover its characteristics as a
“space.” Spatiality seeks to understand how humans interact with space. Space captures the
experience of human life and activity and stories, and storytelling reveal that experience. It is at
the intersection of space and storytelling that this project examines the kingdom of God. The
Gospel of Mark is a story that grew from an oral tradition, weaving together stories and sayings
of Jesus that elucidate the kingdom (1:15). The “story world” creates a universe that propels the
reader/hearer alongside characters and plot, and invites the person to transfer the experience of
the story to their real world. This is particularly present in the parable discourse of Mark 4. With
a focus on the Parable of the Sower, I examine how Jesus assembled, defined and demonstrated
the spatiality of the kingdom, analyzing the rhetorical argument and meaning of the text. I
broaden my examination beyond the parables to encounters Jesus has with minor characters,
demonstrating the kingdom as a space inhabited by Jesus and these other characters in the story
world of Mark. Lastly, I explore how storytelling invites a person to visualize living within the
kingdom space. Set within the Mark’s story world, Jesus brought the kingdom of God into the
lives of his hearers.
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1 Introduction
When was the last time you heard a story that changed your life?
People share stories. When we enter their story world, we are invited to share the
experience -- the space -- of the story with the characters and be transformed. The Gospel of
Mark invites us in with the first line, “the beginning of the good news of Jesus the Christ” (1:1).
The Greek word for good news or gospel (εὐαγγέλιον) refers to an oral proclamation, an
announcement.1 The Latin derivation (evangelium) means “a tale whose telling had power,” and
Mark’s gospel is such a story.2 The story is about Jesus, but also features many of the stories that
were told by Jesus himself, especially in his use of parables, a particular kind of story. It is
within Mark’s “story world” with emphasis on the Parable of the Sower (Mark 4), that this
project examines Jesus’s revelation of God’s kingdom.
Story world engages and grips a person into the time and place of the story to share the
thoughts and emotions of characters, as they experience the events of the story.3 In this sense, the
story world has a life of its own and is independent of the actual history on which it is based.4 If
the story is powerful enough, a person may visualize the world the story suggests, and come
away with a “deeper understanding of life or a new sense of purpose.”5 Mark’s story world is his

Philip Ruge-Jones, “The Word Heard: How Hearing a Text Differs from Reading One,” in The Bible in
Ancient and Modern Media: Story and Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism vol. 1), ed. Holly E. Hearon
and Philip Ruge-Jones (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 102.
2
Ibid. Citing Thomas E. Boomershine, Story Journey: An Invitation to the Gospels as Storytelling
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988), 16.
3
David Rhoads, Joanna Dewey and Donald Michie, eds., Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative
of a Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012), 4.
4
Ibid.
5
Ibid., 5.
1
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version of the events of the life of Jesus, told in such a way as to have a particular impact on his
ancient audience.6
Mark’s story introduces Jesus appearing at the Jordan River for baptism (1:9), being
driven into the wilderness to be tempted (1:12), and coming into Galilee proclaiming, “the
kingdom of God has come near” (1:14-15),7 thus identifying the kingdom of God as the subject
of the story world.8 For Mark and his audience, this was something new. How, then, is one to
understand this kingdom?
Following recent scholarship, I view the kingdom of God in Mark as a “space” (see
Literature Review). The Gospel of Mark provides a story world that narrates the interactions of
characters experiencing the spatiality of the kingdom. This project endeavours to uncover the
character of the “kingdom space”9 within the story world, revealing a space that invites the
reader/hearer10 to “transfer their experience of the story to their real world,”11 therefore making it
a lived-reality. Mark’s story world follows characters who risk everything to experience the
kingdom that Jesus reveals, illustrating that as this space was possible for them, so it may be for
its readers/hearers. Studying the kingdom of God as a “space” reveals its human character, its

6

Rhoads, Dewey, Michie (RDM), Mark as Story, 5.
Harold W. Attridge, ed., The HarperCollins Study Bible, Fully Revised and Updated New Revised
Standard Version, Including the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books with Concordance (New York: HarperOne,
2006). All biblical citations are from NRSV.
8
In Second Temple Judaism, the views of God’s kingdom in Hebrew scripture are associated with the
kingship of David, as found in 2 Sam. 7:12-16; Ps. 110. These texts speak of God’s “throne” or “kingdom” (2 Sam.
7:13, 16) with the intention of a Davidic line that will eventually lead to a Messiah, son of David, to rule in a future
time. “In Judaisms throughout history, including its contemporary expression, the notion of God’s kingdom remains
‘wherever the King is, so is his kingdom.’” (Daniel Maoz, e-mail communication to author, July 14, 2021). This
idea remains fluid in Jewish thought, revealing its complexity. Thus, this project recognizes that Mark’s Jesus, as a
Jew, is not replacing or correcting a previously held notion of kingdom, but offering “a” notion, or expressing his
view, of the kingdom of God.
9
This is my term and I will use it throughout this project to describe the spatiality of the kingdom of God.
10
I will use “reader/hearer” in a broader context, covering all who encounter the text either as written or
performed, but I use “hearer” to highlight the orality and performance of the text especially in the context of the
parables (e.g., in Chapter 6).
11
RDM, Mark as Story, 145. I will explore this “transfer” in my analysis for this project.
7
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divine character, and its experiential character. If space captures the experience of human life
and activity, then the kingdom of God space in Mark can be understood as an independent entity
that has its own context, relative to one’s lived-reality. The space between God and humans is
where the kingdom lives and its character is built. The two coming together form a nexus, and it
is here that one experiences God’s kingdom. This combination forms an “interdependent
partnership”12 between humans and God, allowing the “kingdom space” to come to fruition.
Thus, the revelation of the character of this kingdom space seeks to challenge the audience’s way
of seeing the world and invites them to embed this kingdom space into their own.13
Both Mark and Mark’s Jesus present their story world in such a way that one could
visualize oneself immersed within it, experiencing events alongside the characters. In the first
century, the story tradition among Jesus followers developed first as an oral performance,
immersing communities in a common experience.14 If one is able to enter a story world and
engage with it, it has the power to arouse a “deeper understanding of life or a new sense of
purpose.”15 Further, it has the power to persuade an audience to do something. Mark brought this
story world into the lives of his first century audience and uses sophisticated, rhetorical
storytelling techniques to persuade his audience to embed the kingdom of God into their lives.
Moreover, Jesus’s parable discourse (Mark 4) demonstrates storytelling techniques and a unique
pedagogy that invites the audience to experience and participate in the kingdom and its story.

12

This phrase is coined by Herman C. Waetjen, A Reordering of Power: A Socio-Political Reading of
Mark’s Gospel, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 108. He uses this phrase to describe the activity of humans in
relation to God in his analysis of the Parable of the Growing Seed, with emphasis on the activity of God. I will use
his phrase to describe the fruition of human interaction with God’s actions as an overarching concept for the parable
discourse.
13
RDM, Mark as Story, 145.
14
Holly E. Hearon, “The Storytelling World of the First Century and the Gospels,” in The Bible in Ancient
and Modern Media: Story and Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism vol. 1), ed., Holly E. Hearon and Philip
Ruge-Jones (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 34.
15
RDM, Mark as Story, 5.
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This participation includes the cycle of storytelling (retelling the stories to others), so that the
story, and participating in the story, can continue.
In this project, I explain this kingdom space from the story world as we follow Jesus
through the first half of Mark. Jesus assembles the pieces of the kingdom space in early chapters
(1-3), he defines the space in the parable discourse of Mark 4, specifically the Parable of the
Sower, and he demonstrates how one is to live in the kingdom space in the following chapters (I
will look specifically at chapters 5, 7, and 10). The story gives the reader/hearer an opportunity
to experience Jesus’s teaching of this kingdom space in Mark 4:1-34 as it captures Jesus
speaking directly to the reader/hearer. His use of the parable (παραβολή), as a storytelling
technique, is a placement (βολή) of the kingdom of God alongside (παρα) the common,
workaday world of the first century peasant. The parables enable the reader/hearer to visualize
what the kingdom of God is like and their role within it. Jesus’s pedagogy of storytelling uses
common, everyday language and imagery allowing reader/hearers to visualize how the kingdom
could be experienced, and the subtlety of this approach respected their freedom to hear and
receive the story world, as they were able. Mark’s rhetorical patterns create a universe in which
one can visualize being a participant. The effect of Mark’s storytelling on his audience made
adapting the kingdom space into one’s life a possibility.
Thus, Mark’s story world presents Jesus’s revelation of the kingdom of God as a story
that has the power to change the life of the one who encounters it.

2 Literature Review
The placement of this study is at the intersection of storytelling and spatiality. The story
world in the gospel of Mark reveals the space of the kingdom of God. Thus, two streams of
research inform this study. First, I am informed by biblical scholars working on narrative
4

approaches that examine the gospel texts as compositions received from oral tradition and the
effects of storytelling on an audience. Second, I employ spatial studies from the work of
geographers, philosophers and anthropologists that are being applied in the field of biblical
studies to understand how humans interact with the space they inhabit.
Examining Mark as a story is a fairly new approach, and though it is part of narrative
criticism, it departs from the traditional narrative method of interpretation, such as examining its
narrator, setting, plot, character and rhetoric. A number of scholars share the view that the
gospel of Mark was composed from a tradition of oral storytelling.16 This field of research
examines Mark as a story world, the effects of storytelling on an audience and the oral tradition
Mark received to understand Jesus and his proclamation of the kingdom of God. Mark as Story:
An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (3rd ed.), by David Rhoads, Joanna Dewey and
Donald Michie, was first written in 1982 and is foundational for my understanding of the gospel
of Mark. These authors explore the text from a story world perspective. The third edition (2012)
was deemed necessary to address the advances in the authors’ thinking of Mark as an oral/aural
tradition.17 Most significant for my discussion is their contention that “Mark functioned as a
script for storytelling.”18 Especially important is the dynamic in ancient storytelling between the
storyteller and his/her audience such that “the performance would stimulate the audience’s
imagination and bring out the emotion, the humor, and the irony of the story.”19 They also
suggest that there is a connection between the story world and the reader/hearer’s real world

16
This includes, but is not limited to: Boomershine, Story Journey, (1988); Stephen I. Wright, Jesus the
Storyteller (London: SPCK Publishing, 2014); Francis J. Moloney, Mark: Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004).
17
RDM, Mark as Story, xi.
18
Ibid., xii.
19
Ibid.
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because of the audience’s relationship with the storyteller.20 This led me to study how Mark’s
story was directly reflective of the natural life experiences of the first century reader/hearer,
increasing the probability of connecting the story world with reader/hearer’s real world.
In order to persuade an audience to inhabit the experience of the story as a way of being,
Mark uses rhetorical devices that construct the oral tradition he received. Burton Mack describes
this in Patterns of Persuasion in the Gospels.21 Mack observes the construction of a rhetorical
argument that ancient rhetoricians referred to as a “Chreia Elaboration”22 within the parable
discourse of Mark 4. The structure of the pattern of the elaboration highlights an authoritative
saying of Jesus, the Lamp Under a Bushel Basket (4: 24-25), which speaks directly to the
reader/hearer (see Section 5). Mack suggests that the effect of this structure, and specifically this
saying, highlights the experiential and participatory nature of the text and exhorts the
reader/hearer to be involved. Mack’s illustration of the pattern of the elaboration was influential
for this project to demonstrate the effect a rhetorical strategy can have to persuade an audience to
inhabit a new spatial practice.
Two volumes of “Biblical Performance Criticism” series inform this study. Volume 1 is
Holly Hearon and Philip Ruge-Jones, eds., The Bible in Ancient and Modern Media: Story and
Performance,23 which broadened my understanding of the effects the story world and storytelling
have on an audience. Holly J. Hearon’s essay, “The Storytelling World of the First Century and
the Gospels,” discusses the dynamics of oral storytelling and the perceptual shift needed to

20

RDM, Mark as Story, xii.
Burton L. Mack and Vernon K. Robbins, Patterns of Persuasion in the Gospels (Sonoma, CA:
Polebridge Press, 1989). Mack observes elaboration exercises (ἐαία) in the rhetorical manuals entitled
Progymnasmata.
22
Burton L. Mack, “Teaching in Parables: Elaboration of Mark 4:1-34,” in Patterns of Persuasion in the
Gospels, Burton L. Mack and Vernon K. Robbins (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 1989), 145.
23
Holly E. Hearon and Philip Ruge-Jones, ed., The Bible in Ancient and Modern Media: Story and
Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism vol. 1) (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009).
21
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envision the words of a text spoken as an ancient audience would have received it.24 Whitney
Shiner’s essay, “Oral Performance in the New Testament World,” explains the effects of biblical
storytelling on communities. He discusses the performer’s ability to use techniques of voice,
gesture and emotion to draw the audience into the story world. In her essay, “Life, Story and the
Bible,” Marti J. Steussy draws the connection between story world and life experience. She
discusses the dynamics of plot, character, story world and tone, and the impact its reception can
have on the life of a reader/hearer. She suggests that stories prompt various emotional reactions
from its audience that can be highly effective in the community-building process.25 A story
dynamic approach invites a subjective, non-uniform response, which may be more comfortable
than a lesson-extraction approach, stretching the worldview of the reader/hearer.26 Her work
helped me develop a connection between the effects a story may have on the life experience of a
community and their subsequent formation of a new spatial practice. Finally, Richard W.
Swanson explains the effect storytelling has on the reader/hearer as they experience the
characters interacting with the space of the story world in his essay, “Taking Place/Taking up
Space.” He suggests that a story’s performance was necessary for an ancient audience to have an
awareness of the biblical narrative due to low literacy rates.27 His essay demonstrates the
interactions of a character within the space of the story. His work was particularly significant for
the development of my ideas that the experience of the character’s interaction with this space can
be transferred to the audience, creating a response. In this thesis, I further develop the theory that

Holly E. Hearon, “Storytelling World,” 22.
Marti J. Steussy, “Life, Story and the Bible,” in The Bible in Ancient and Modern Media: Story and
Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism vol. 1), Holly E. Hearon and Philip Ruge-Jones, ed. (Eugene, OR:
Cascade Books, 2009), 127.
26
Ibid., 126-127.
27
Richard W. Swanson, “Taking Place/Taking up Space,” in The Bible in Ancient and Modern Media:
Story and Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism vol. 1), Holly E. Hearon and Philip Ruge-Jones, ed.
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 129.
24
25
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storytelling can have an effect on the spatial practice of an audience, so that the spatiality of the
kingdom can be understood as a real life experience.
Antoinette Clark Wire contributes Volume 3 to the series, The Case for Mark Composed
in Performance.28 Wire argues that Mark began as an oral tradition and was shaped through a
cycle of itinerant storytelling. In her work, she demonstrates the “practice of shaping and
transmitting in performances the tradition by which a people interprets its life.”29 The retelling of
a familiar tradition invites the audience to recognize themselves within it and realign their lives
by it.30 Significant for my discussion is Wire’s review of common threads in episodic scenes and
her evaluation of the process by which they were transmitted. She continually emphasizes the
role of the performer with the shaping of the oral tradition and argues that women had a hand in
its transmission. Her work developed my understanding of the tradition of composition and the
effect this tradition has on the shaping of a community’s identity.
The second stream of research that informs this study follows the field of spatial studies
as they relate to biblical texts. Patrick Schreiner has contributed a helpful survey. He outlines the
movement of research from a static conception of space identified broadly as (1) an infinite
container, volume or body (traditional geometrical/geographical approaches) and (2) space as a
network of relations (space defines its own spatial frame),31 to a more dynamic, interdisciplinary
approach involving “where events unfold, how space takes shape, the relationship between
identity and space, and the role of human beings in the production of space.”32 Current research

28

Antoinette Clark Wire, The Case for Mark Composed in Performance (Biblical Performance Criticism
vol. 3) (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011).
29
Ibid., 2.
30
Ibid., 4.
31
Patrick Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies: A Survey of Recent Research in Light of
Developing Trends,” Currents in Biblical Research 14, no. 3 (2016): 342,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476993X15580409.
32
Ibid., 345.
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trends have drawn from the early work of Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991), a French Marxist
philosopher and sociologist; David Harvey (1935-present), professor of anthropology and
geographer; and Edward Soja (1940-2015), professor of geography. These researchers propose a
“trialectic of space” that includes physical space, mental space and social space.33 They contend
that space is all of these things at once.34 The advancement of research stems especially from the
social space, also known as “Thirdspace,” which “represents ways in which new meanings and
possibilities of spatial practice can be imagined.”35 Soja suggests that Thirdspace is more than a
theoretical concept. “Thirdspaces are mental inventions, but mental inventions that can open up
new possibilities for spatial practice. They provoke Other-worlds, or spaces beyond what is
presently known, where alternative territories or worldviews are explored.”36 This development
of thought has led the field of biblical studies to apply this trialectic of space to the gospel texts.
Amongst the recent scholars in this field, two in particular were most influential in developing
my approach: Halvor Moxnes and Karen Wenell.
Halvor Moxnes places the Jesus of the gospels within the sociological aspect of his place,
situated within and outside of the traditional household, and the social structure and interactions
of his community in relation to Galilee.37 He examines Jesus’s “activity as engaged in a contest
over places in Galilee in the first century” and studies the importance of the “interrelationship
between place and social structure.”38 He notes the tension between one’s relationship with a
place’s physical space, its economic practices, and mental space that is, the signs and signifiers

Schreiner, “Space, Place and Biblical Studies,” 349-350.
Ibid., 349.
35
Ibid., 350.
36
Quotation in Schreiner, 350.
37
Halvor Moxnes, Putting Jesus in His Place: A Radical Vision of Household and Kingdom (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 2, 12.
38
Ibid., 12-13.
33
34
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by which these material practices are presented and justified. For example, he suggests material
practices can be viewed in the way Torah and oral tradition regulated life and defended the
structure and system in first century Galilee.39 It appears Moxnes is suggesting these practices
are not of equal benefit to all, so that social space may serve as a means of protest. Following
Soja, he explores the idea of a social space that he refers to as “imagined places” that present
alternative ways to use and structure places and material practices.40 Moxnes examines the
parables and sayings of Jesus, analyzing the language and imagery Jesus uses to present the
kingdom in a countercultural way, such as the language of God as Father and the image of a
household in association with the kingdom. Accordingly, the value of Moxnes’ work for this
project is his use of language and imagery in association with the kingdom that can be used to
visualize a new spatial practice that is the kingdom of God.
The work of Karen Wenell takes a different approach to spatial research of the kingdom,
critiquing the social-scientific approach that examines the gospel text within a sociological
context. She prefers to view the text “without context.”41 In her article, “A Markan ‘Context’
Kingdom”42 and book chapter “Spaces in Motion,”43 she argues that the kingdom can be
examined in a meaningful way “without context.”44 Conversely, she states that studying the
kingdom of God “in context,” puts an emphasis on how the kingdom fits into the wider social
context instead of seeing how it holds together on its own.45 Putting an emphasis on the social,

39

Moxnes, Putting Jesus, 14.
Ibid., 109.
41
Karen Wenell, “A Markan Context Kingdom? Examining Biblical and Social Models in Spatial
Interpretation,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 44, no. 3 (2014): 124, https://doi.org/ 10.1177/0146107914540487.
42
Ibid.
43
Karen Wenell, “The Kingdom of God as ‘Space in Motion’: Towards a More Architectural Approach,”
in Constructions of Space III: Biblical Spatiality and the Sacred, J. Oakland, J.C. de Vos and K. J. Wenell, ed. (New
York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 137.
44
Wenell, “Markan Context,” 124.
45
Wenell, “Spaces in Motion,” 140.
40

10

cultural or historical context removes the emphasis from the text; therefore, any connections
made are with the social world of the first century instead of the gospel text. She asks, “if people
share thoughts, beliefs and ways of doing things, how is that accomplished?”46 She suggests “we
should be able to trace the associations and connections of elements within the text instead of
using the ‘social way’ to explain the text.”47 Further, she argues that New Testament authors are
using new associations from their own imaginative/story universe to make connections for a
reader/hearer to understand the kingdom of God.48 In particular, she refers to the “associations
and connections” that the texts have with other texts, such as the way Mark uses the book of
Daniel to assist his understanding of the kingdom. Wenell’s interests lie in the construction, or
the architecture, of the text and proposes analyzing the “traces and trails of meaning [that] were
brought to the texts, and how they were transformed, but also transported there.”49 She suggests
using Mark’s gospel as an expert witness to the character of the kingdom, as it is the “birthplace
for the kingdom of God.”50 With her focus on the text she critiques the traditional social,
cultural, and historical way the kingdom has been studied by scholars; thus, she suggests a new
framework from which to analyze the text.
Wenell’s ideas provide a valuable starting point to consider the spatiality of the kingdom.
I am most interested in her suggestion to use the gospel of Mark as a dialogue partner, examining
the text as it is written. I do not think we can fairly study the text entirely apart from its wider
social, historical, and cultural context, but I appreciate her focus on the narrative. Additionally,
her contention that the spatiality of the kingdom of God can be viewed “without context”

Wenell, “Markan Context,” 125.
Ibid.
48
Ibid.
49
Ibid., 126.
50
Ibid.
46
47
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compels me to consider how to develop further the kingdom standing “in its own context” within
the story world of Mark.
The two streams of scholarship reviewed are foundational in my development of the theory
that storytelling can be influential in shaping a spatial practice. Stories provide a vehicle through
which humans can visualize a new space or a new way of being. Studying the gospel of Mark as
a tradition of oral storytelling reveals the basis for which community-building and identity can be
formed. This project intends to bridge a pathway between storytelling and spatiality.

3 Kingdom of God and Spatiality
Mark’s story begins with a fulfilment of prophecy from Isaiah that “the way of the Lord”
will be prepared (1:2-3). John the baptizer fulfils this, baptizing Jesus in the Jordan (1:9) and a
voice from heaven declares, “You are my son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased” (1:11)
announcing to the reader/hearer its main character, Jesus, has a special connection with God.
After Jesus’s time in the wilderness (1:13), the first words Jesus speaks are, “The time is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God had come near, repent, and believe in the good news.” (1:15).
Thus, Mark identifies the kingdom of God as the main subject of his story world. Jesus’s
pedagogy throughout the story world uses parables and sayings to teach his audience what the
kingdom of God is like, but he never explicitly defines the kingdom.
I recognize there is a long history of scholarship on the gospel texts that attempts to
uncover the meaning of this ambiguous term. A brief survey will be helpful to provide a sense of
its trajectory.
Early scholarship put emphasis on the eschatology of the kingdom of God. Eschatology
refers to the ultimate end of things, particularly in the doctrine of providence: God is guiding

12

history to a meaningful conclusion.51 J. Weiss (1892) and A. Schweitzer (1906) recognized the
phrase “kingdom of God has come near” as apocalyptic-eschatological.52 In this sense, history’s
meaningful conclusion “will be brought about by God’s initiative, when God’s power is revealed
from the transcendent world.”53 William Wrede (1907) built on this, consistently inferring that it
is not the kingdom itself but the nearness of the kingdom that one must properly prepare for with
repentance.54 This view set up scholarship that extended from R. Bultmann (1919) to J. Jeremias
(1970) to E. P. Sanders (1985).55 Debates ensued about the nature of the kingdom, particularly
focused on when it would occur. The field continues to oscillate between arguing for a future
(usually imminent) eschatology56 and a present, usually “participatory” eschatology,57 but the
focus on time remains.
Traditional views of eschatology pose the question “when?” Perhaps the question should
not be when but rather “how?” How does the kingdom of God unfold in Mark’s story, and how is
this accomplished? A growing stream of research studying the kingdom of God from a
“spatiality” point of view is helpful because it seeks to understand how humans interact with
space. Space can be viewed as the “physical world in which people exist, the ideological
underpinnings of understanding places and the lived practices of people within those places,”
including expected and unexpected spatial practices can be uncovered.58 It is within this question
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of how the kingdom of God manifests that it can be examined as a space in which humans and
God are interacting with each other.
Spatial studies have their foundation in geography, philosophy, anthropology and
sociology. Human geographers were the first to depart from the theory that place determines
space and, instead, understood space as produced by humans.59 They connected space to the
phenomenological and existential experiences of a particular people and the importance of their
role in the production of space.60 Space was divided into physical, mental and social space.61 Due
to the role of human beings in constructing space, it is no longer thought of as a passive entity,
but an active one.62
Recent research on space is built on the foundational work of Henri Lefebvre
(philosopher, sociologist), David Harvey (anthropologist, geographer) and Edward Soja
(geographer). Broadly, they contend that space is a combination of physical, mental and social
space, and these three phenomena are relational and working all at once.63 Physical space
includes material spatial practices (Firstspace), such as flow of goods, money and people.64 For
example, kingdom or empire can be understood as a geographical space in which goods, money
and people interact and flow. Mental space (Secondspace) is the perception of space where signs
and signifiers allow the material space to be discussed and understood.65 For instance, a kingdom
or empire can be understood as a place of oppression or freedom. Soja suggests that social space,
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or “Thirdspace,” is more than a theoretical concept. Social space represents ways in which new
meanings or possibilities of spatial practice can be imagined.66 Soja refers to social
space/Thirdspace as “mental inventions that can open up new possibilities for spatial practice.
They provoke Other-worlds, or spaces beyond what is presently known, where alternative
territories or worldviews are explored.67 The table below provides a helpful overview of the three
scholars’ work:
Table 1: Categories for Understanding Space 68
Lefebvre (1974)

Harvey (1990)

Soja (1996)

Particular Life Realm

Physical Space
Perceived Space

Material Spatial
Practice

Firstspace

Experience – the
empirical

Mental Space
Conceived Space

Representation of
Space

Secondspace

Perception – the
theoretical

Social Space
Lived Space

Spaces of
Representation

Thirdspace

Imagination – the
creative

The research of Halvor Moxnes and Karen Wenell builds on the work of these scholars
to examine the concept of the kingdom of God. The work of both Moxnes and Wenell provide a
valuable starting point from which I developed my research approach because they both examine
the language and imagery Mark uses to make new associations in reference to the kingdom of
God. These new associations provide an opportunity for a new spatial practice to develop that is
relational to existing physical and mental space.
Halvor Moxnes suggests that Jesus’s use of spatial symbols challenged the generally
accepted order and power of “perceived space” (economy) and “conceived space” (theoretical)
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that governed the life of first century Palestine.69 The alternative to this order is a third
possibility he refers to as “imagined places,” building on the concept of “Thirdspace.”70
Thirdspace “represents ways in which new meanings and possibilities for spatial practice…can
be imagined.”71 Moxnes presents “imagined places” “not in the sense that it is imaginary, but
because Jesus presents it as the ideal place serving as criticism of the present world.”72 Imagined
spaces represent a marginal position, which deconstructs the understanding of power resting on
the elite, and points instead to power as relational, giving those on the margins an active role in
shaping their own place (space).73 Because Jesus is within the peasant class, he can be viewed as
someone who is in the margins and an active agent in the creation of a new space.74
Moxnes approaches his work from a first century sociological perspective and explores
the idea of space and identity, focussing on Jesus’s beginnings in Galilee, the primary places for
socialization (household) and Jesus’s break with those places (3:31-35).75 This break of
place/space establishes a new household, an imagined place, with God as Father. Moxnes
examines how the gospel text and Q use language and imagery to create this imagined place, for
example the term “kingdom,” which may refer to a political and social entity, is associated with a
“household” in his analysis. Understanding the kingdom in terms of a household provides new
meaning and possibilities to imagine a new spatial practice. Moxnes continues to develop this
imagined place, examining Mark 3:31-35, exploring the association of God as Father of
household and the Parable of the Mustard Seed (Q 13:18-19) associating “an impure seed in a
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garden that becomes the tree of salvation” presenting a suitable context for the imagined place of
the kingdom to include the marginalized.76
Moxnes is particularly helpful in his analysis of language and imagery to demonstrate
how associations can be used to provide new meanings to “perceived space” and new imagined
places may be developed. Although Moxnes states the term, “imagined place” is not imaginary,
in my view this term alludes to a space that is make-believe, in that it has characteristics not
found in real life. I prefer to suggest that humans can visualize the spatial aspect of the kingdom,
drawing on associations from real life used in the gospel text.
In many ways, Wenell has quite a different approach to space. She suggests that an
approach examining the kingdom from within its social construct inserts “social meaning” or
“social reality” in order to uncover its meaning when there seems to be insufficient data to
explain a gospel text.77 Instead, a more meaningful interpretation can occur “without context or a
reliance on context.”78 In other words, rather than trying to explain what the kingdom is like
within the setting of a social construct, we should “try to see how it holds together.”79 By this,
she is suggesting an analysis of the language used by the gospel authors to describe the kingdom
rather than decoding some pre-existing “social” reality.80 This enables the reader to see the
kingdom as an active construct, working from within its own context, rather than a passive
construct, fitting into the wider social context.81 Further, Wenell explains that her interests lie in
the construction, or the architecture, of the text, and with a special interest in intertextuality,
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particularly how the gospel authors used ancient sacred texts (what we understand to be the
Hebrew Scriptures), to assist in their understanding of the kingdom.82 In this way, she is most
interested in the discovery of new associations and connections Mark makes, based on his
traditional understanding of the texts at his disposal as he writes his own story. Wenell explains,
“this allows us to consider Mark’s use of Daniel in terms of opening up a previous set of
architectural plans and repeating certain design moves, but also making significant changes.”83
She suggests that Mark is an ideal dialogue partner for such an investigation. Thus, we may
discover how Mark transfers meaning to develop an understanding of the kingdom.
I have modified and adapted Wenell’s framework for this project because her suggestion
to use Mark as a dialogue partner presents a compelling opportunity to explore the kingdom of
God solely from Mark’s text. I agree that as a story based on oral tradition passed from group to
group, Mark characterizes the kingdom of God in a way that can be demonstrated primarily in its
own context, which is without a comparison to other social contexts. However, I disagree with
her contention that the kingdom can be viewed “without context or a reliance on context” at all. I
am convinced by Moxnes’s argument enough to say that the kingdom as a spatial concept cannot
be disconnected or stand apart from the context in which one lives, ancient or modern.
Everything has context. Rather, Wenell’s examination of the ancient texts in relation to Mark
adds a layer of context. This additional layer of context may be characterized as the existing
story universe, or that which Mark’s audience already had as their arsenal of story images that
could help them to visualize the kingdom in Mark’s story. This set of images would have been
comprised of stories, words and images from the Hebrew Scriptures, but also other stories that
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no longer exist, and stories and experiences from the everyday world of Mark’s first century
audience. The purpose of this analysis is to observe the spatiality of the kingdom as Mark
presents it to his readers/hearers without additional contexts.
Both Moxnes and Wenell suggest that language of spatiality and imagery can be used to
draw associations between text and reader/hearer. Building on Moxnes’ use of language and
imagery and Wenell’s idea of Mark as an independent dialogue partner, I argue that the kingdom
can be viewed in its own context relative to the reader/hearer’s lived-reality, as an independent
entity: this is the kingdom space. By this, I mean that associations drawn from Mark’s story
world are transferrable relative to one’s lived reality with which readers/hearers can relate. This
creates a space that one can visualize living within, therefore making it a possibility. The
spatiality of the kingdom that I am proposing illustrates as follows:

Realm of
Human Activity
(World Space)

Kingdom of
God
(Kingdom Space)

Realm of
God/Divine
Activity

Figure 1: The Kingdom Space Context

This diagram illustrates the intersection of the realm of human activity, or “world space” with the
realm of God’s activity, forming a nexus, or “the kingdom space.” If a person is able to visualize
the experience of Mark’s story world and transfer the experience to their world space, the
kingdom space becomes a possibility. This project understands Mark’s story world to elucidate
the spatiality of this kingdom, between the realm of God and realm of human activity.
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3.1

Spatiality Meets Story World
If we begin with the idea that the gospel of Mark was composed from a tradition of oral

storytelling,84 then we can use Mark to consider the impact storytelling can have on an audience.
Story world bids one to enter willingly into it and identify with characters and their experiences
and become emotionally involved and moved.85 Although the world the reader/hearer inhabits
may differ from the story world, the story provides the framework of what is possible and
probable in the world the story’s characters inhabit in a way that invites the reader/hearer to
engage with it.86 Stories have an effect on a person or a group and create a space they can inhabit
because they are bound by a common experience.87 Thus, stories can be highly effective in the
community-building process, which is foundational for the kingdom of God to become a livedreality.88
The kingdom of God in Mark’s story world was articulated and delivered in a way that
invited a hearer to visualize God and God’s kingdom in a new way. This is demonstrated in
Jesus’s use of parables. Parables were the means by which Jesus explained the kingdom of God89
using common, everyday language and imagery so that the character of this kingdom reflected
(and reflects) the realm of human experience. In this sense, the parables both relate to lived space
and open a new kind of space, not only imagined (as Moxnes would characterize it), but
visualized and experienced by the reader/hearer. As a preliminary example (examined in depth
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and in context below), the spatiality of the kingdom can be demonstrated in The Parable of the
Growing Seed, (Mark 4:26-29):
He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed
on the ground, and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed
would sprout and grow, he does not know how. The earth produces of
itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. But
when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the
harvest has come.”
In this parable, physical space (Firstspace) is represented by the field in which the sower
is working and interacting with the space in an expected and customary way with the action of
sowing. Mental or perceived space (Secondspace) is represented by the use of language that is
associated with the activities. “Someone would scatter seed on the ground” (4:26) is understood
as the work of the sower in the field, both a familiar and accepted association of the physical
space (field) and mental space (sowing). Imagined or lived space (Thirdspace) can be
represented with “the earth produces of itself,” partly pointing to the inactivity of the sower, but
also the activity of God and the resulting harvest. “The harvest has come” (4:29) despite the
inactivity of the sower. This parable compares the unexpected image of God’s activity with the
Sower’s inactivity to the kingdom of God, thus the parable opens new possibilities for spatial
practice. The parable illustrates that moving across these spaces “implies a shift from
understanding space as a static notion and rather emphasizes the process.”90 Jesus’s parables
present the reader/hearer with a space to experience this kingdom, and visualize what this new
space could be like.
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Due to the parable’s subtle nature, the reader/hearer can experience the story indirectly
because the story does not explicitly identify them, even though it is a direct reflection of their
life experience. Thus, they are able to visualize themselves participating in this new spatial
practice. This pedagogy grants them the freedom to consider who God is, and the nature of their
relationship with God from within their world space. Jesus came to do more than talk about God;
his purpose was to demonstrate the possibility of experiencing God. I share Burton Mack’s
statement about Jesus, that he was a “peasant with a precariousness of existence. He assumed a
stance on the margins of society and simply invited others to share his view.”91
In the early chapters of Mark’s story world, Mark introduces this kingdom space and
demonstrates the characters’ experience of it through Jesus. The story world invites the
reader/hearer to share in this experience.

3.2

Assembling the Pieces of the Kingdom Space
In Mark’s story, Jesus assembles the pieces of the kingdom space. This involves defining

who belongs to this kingdom space and challenging the conceptions of physical space.
The question of “who belongs in the kingdom?” is simply stated in Mark 3:35, “Whoever
does the will of God.” This statement suggests two things: first, that everyone is invited and
second, that it involves action. Elizabeth Malbon refers to this as the “status criteria” for the
followers of Jesus and the insistence of “action criteria” with the phrase “whoever does…”92 The
status criteria of Mark’s story world consists of a broad range of people of varied ages, gender
and social status. The action criteria consists of following and doing.93
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The story in which Jesus declares that those who “[belong] to the kingdom of God” helps
to frame the shift in “belonging” that Jesus calls for and begins to shape this kingdom space.
Mark’s story recalls Jesus’s family attempting to restrain him, saying that he was “beside
himself” (3:21).94 The people Jesus spends time with were not the typical people in one’s social
network, which would have consisted of one’s household and village (the centre of Jewish life).95
This traditional household was the source of one’s identity, and its structure determined one’s
place relative to other members within the complex hierarchies of position and privilege.96
However, Jesus does not hold his own family as central to his or the kingdom’s identity; rather it
is those who “[do] the will of God” (3:35) who are part of this space.
Jesus demonstrates that his teaching reaches beyond the traditional household, as he went
throughout Galilee proclaiming the word. The “crowds” “came to him” (1:45), “gathered
around,” (2:2) and “brought to him all who were sick” (1:32). The “crowd” is an ambiguous term
inferring the peasant masses living in the villages around Galilee. Mark’s story tells of specific
characters coming out from the crowd representing those outside of the traditional household
network. Mark’s story refers to them as sinners and tax collectors (2:15-16) and the sick and
possessed (3:10-11). They represent the human character of the kingdom space who experience
Jesus’s healing firsthand and some were called to follow Jesus. Some of the characters we meet
in Mark’s story lived marginally due to a violation of ritual boundaries: laws established by
Torah that marked Israel’s election and a way of ordering life.97 These boundaries were for the
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protection of the community and in place to safeguard the holiness of God.98 Ritual impurities,
such as giving birth, had Torah prescribed remedies, allowing one back into the network after a
period of purification (Lev. 12:2-4). However, sickness and disease kept one outside of this
network. For example, with regard to a person who is leprous, with no cure, Torah states: “He
shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his
dwelling shall be outside the camp” (Lev. 13:46).
For example, early in the story (1:40-45) a man with leprosy, deemed unclean according
to the Torah (Lev. 13:46), comes to Jesus in prayerful homage (begging and kneeling)
acknowledging that he is unclean and in need of purification.99 Jesus bypasses the ritual
boundaries that declare touching the unclean man would make Jesus unclean as well. He reaches
out and touches him, but instead of Jesus becoming unclean, Jesus makes him clean (1:42). The
healed man takes action, and “went out and began to proclaim it (the story of his healing) freely”
so that “people came to him from every quarter.” (1:45) Similarly, Jesus spots Levi sitting in his
tax booth. As a tax collector, Levi was seen as an “undesirable type”100 but Jesus disregards the
stigma of Levi’s social status and said, “Follow me” (2:14) so Levi “got up and followed him”
(2:14).
Beyond the opening chapters of Mark, we see other characters interacting with Jesus to
demonstrate the kingdom space. The Gerasene Demoniac, a Gentile man, is healed of
devastating demon possession. He begged that he might be with Jesus (5:15, 18). Instead of a
call to follow him, Jesus instructs the man to “Go home…and tell them how much the Lord has
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done for you” (5:19). This phrase, “Go and tell” is the same simple instruction found at the very
end of Mark’s story (16:7), and I will return to its importance.
The reader/hearer experiences the spatiality of the kingdom through these unlikely
characters as Mark weaves his language and images through the story. These examples begin to
demonstrate that the kingdom of God cannot be confined. The momentum of action from a
previously leprous man, a tax collector and a demon-possessed man who proclaim and follow
Jesus are now participants experiencing the kingdom space.
Those who seek out Jesus in Mark’s story-world are not always the dispossessed and the
destitute. A rich man (10:17-22) approaches Jesus, kneels as a sign of respect and asks, “what
must I do to inherit eternal life?” (10:17) Jesus calls the man to sell everything and “follow me.”
Like Levi, Jesus calls the rich man to follow him, but the rich man declines. The reader/hearer
also experiences the challenge of the kingdom space, demonstrated in the story of the rich man,
who was unwilling to shift his priorities, retreating back to the safety and security of his world
space instead of leaping forward into the unknown space of the kingdom.101 Anyone can be
called to be a follower, but not everyone can or will accept it.102
Throughout Mark’s story world, Jesus also uses language reminiscent of family and
household to characterize this kingdom space. He refers to the paralyzed man as “son” (2:5) and
the healed woman as “daughter” (5:34). Jesus embodies familial sentiments when he loved the
rich man (10:21) and gathered in homes of the marginalized, like Levi (2:15). Jesus reveals that
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the human character of the kingdom extends beyond the traditional family network and
establishes a space for those previously marginalized.
Jesus employs the image of Father in his reference to God, inferring not just himself, but
all humans as God’s children. Interestingly, Jesus does not speak of God as king even though he
uses the image of kingdom. He combines the image of God as father of a household with
kingdom and this emphasizes the paternal, providential role of God.103 Referring to God as
Father is not placing significance on its intimacy, “but rather its placing of each person in the
community under the authority and patronage of God alone. There is to be no patriarch who
stands over and above others in the new Empire of God; all stand equally under God’s immediate
care” including Jesus.104 The combination of kingdom and household images place Jesus’s
followers and the readers/hearers as participants in a space that reflects the character of a
household, where God is the father. This image will motivate the characters in the story and the
reader/hearers to adopt confidence and trust in this new kingdom space.105
In sum, Mark’s story world demonstrates that the characters who do the will of God
(3:35) are of various statuses in their world space and yet all participate in the kingdom of God.
However, the story world also invites the reader/hearer to participate. One way Mark
does this is to provide sparse information about many of his characters. This invites the
reader/hearer to play an active role in making the characters come alive; “…the reader/hearer
simply has to infer, make guesses and interpretations, and correct those guesses and
interpretations whenever his or her expectations are not fulfilled in the course of the
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narrative.”106 If the character is ambiguous or incomplete, the reader/hearer will make an effort
to fill in the gaps as the story progresses.107 Filling in the character gaps enables the reader/hearer
to participate in the story. The ambiguity of the characters makes them more accessible to the
reader/hearer as they can identify with the characters. The significance is that the participatory
nature offers the reader/hearer’s of the story an opportunity to evaluate the situation and visualize
how they would respond, if they were in the same position.
This is especially true of the minor characters in Mark’s story, like the man with leprosy
or the Gerasene demoniac. They play small but crucial roles and leave a lasting impression on
the reader/hearer.108 For example, the reader/hearer in Mark’s audience may have been either
scandalized or impressed when the unclean man with leprosy approaches Jesus for healing. The
story invites the audience to visualize their own response to an unclean man approaching them.
What will Jesus do? Some reader/hearers may recall inviting an important guest to their home, as
Levi did with Jesus. Would I be so bold?
Mark’s story illustrates the empowerment his characters receive when they participate in
the kingdom. In their own right, the minor characters are heroic, and that is the genius of Mark’s
story: the hero is usually the strong one, like a King or a warrior, not a leprous man, a tax
collector or a bleeding woman (5:25). The audience can see themselves in these minor characters
and believe they can do what these characters have done.109 Thus, the movement of action, the
experience of the kingdom, passes from Jesus to the characters and then to the reader/hearer.
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This movement is suggested by Jesus’s “whoever” statements that reach beyond the narrative:
“whoever does the will of God” (3:35), “whoever has ears to hear” (4:9), “whoever leaves house
or family or lands” (10:29).110 Those who belong in the Kingdom are those hearing and
experiencing the story and who choose to participate.
In addition to Mark’s inclusion of who belongs to the kingdom space (challenging
Secondspace), Mark also challenges the setting of the kingdom of God that is normative physical
space itself (Firstspace). In particular, there is a shift in Mark 4:1, where Jesus begins to teach
“beside the sea on the land.”
Jesus begins his ministry in expected spaces, gathering with people in houses and
synagogues around Galilee. It is within these spaces that people are able to experience the
kingdom. Healings and exorcisms are signs of the coming kingdom, performed in houses (1:31,
2:1-12) and synagogues (1:25-26, 3:1-6). On the one hand, in an effort to bring the experience of
the kingdom to the reality of people’s lives, Jesus encountered great success. The crowds were
astonished (1:22; 2:12), they gathered to see him (1:33; 1:45; 2:13) and he cured many (1:34).
On the other hand, Mark’s story-world also introduces a conflict within these spaces. Jesus
compromises these spaces by bringing together traditional and non-traditional people and places.
The kingdom space was brought to houses and synagogues in the villages around Galilee, but it
came as an affront to the conventions and traditions of some of the characters in the story (2:16).
It is also within these spaces that conflict is introduced so that Jesus moves out into the
periphery, thus challenging where the kingdom would be encountered.
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A shift in location begins to occur in Mark 4 as Jesus moves his ministry out into the
periphery of Galilee. This space is less formalized and structured, placing the reader/hearer by
the seaside and in the wilderness.111 One can get a sense of the heightened need for this
movement as the community leadership conspired to destroy him (3:6). The space outside of the
structures of household, town and village are loosened, so that “normal rules of spatial practices
did not apply, and they were ambiguous places.”112 The ambiguous character of this space
created a sense of liminality, “betwixt and between,”113 uncomfortable and uncertain. The
reader/hearer is drawn into the story-world that expands to spaces outside of buildings associated
with social networks (households and synagogues): “beside the sea on the land” (4:1), on and
across the sea (5:1; 5:21; 5:35; 6:45), deserted places (6:32) and mountains (9:2).
Mark’s use of the wilderness setting “beside the sea on the land” (4:1) “evokes
associations present in the culture of the audience.”114 The images of wilderness present an
ambiguous space consisting of both revelation and judgment that the audience would have
recalled from Hebrew Scripture.115 The wilderness experience found in Torah was not a
destination, but the intermediary stage of discovery: a transitional period in the sense that it was
“on the way” to the land (of Canaan) within the context of the story of Israel.116 Mark’s audience
would have associated the wilderness experiences of Israel as marked by the divine revelation of
Name, guidance and election of the people (Ex. 3:13-14; 33), the giving of Torah (Ex. 34) and
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the prophets’ inspiration and redemption (Elijah in 1 Kings 19:4-8).117 However, the wilderness
was also marked by danger with the Israelites fleeing from Egypt (Ex. 16), complaining (Ex.
15:24; 16:2), rebellion, specifically the golden calf incident (Ex. 32:4) and judgment (Ex. 34;
Deut. 8:2-5).118 Furthermore, deep-rooted, ancient myths portrayed the wilderness as a boundless
expanse of demonic land, characterized as terrible and lawless.119 It was a realm of confusion
and chaos, such as had existed before the ordered world was made and was felt as an enduring
threat to the cultivated land.120 In mythological and practical terms, one would have retreated
before venturing into the wilderness, the place beyond human habitation. Yet, this is the space in
which Jesus begins to teach in parables in Mark 4:1.
This teaching space is also strongly associated with the sea (4:1). The Sea of Galilee in
Mark’s story-world, would have acquired mythological dimensions of cosmic proportions and
been associated with demons, monsters and phrases such as “the cords of death” and “many
waters.”121 Waters and sea serve as a natural symbol that carry the potential for human life and
potential as a force of destruction.122 It is more powerful than humans are and can only be
subdued by God, thereby creating a sense of discomfort and reverence for this space.
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that scripture such as Psalm 68:8-10, which depicts the
powers of chaos defeated by Yahweh on behalf of his people, is followed by a period of renewal
and restoration, which occurred in the wilderness.123 In Mark, Jesus crosses the sea several times
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and confronts and overcomes the chaotic power of the sea by stilling the storm (4:35-41) and
walking on the water (6:45-52).124 “The power Jesus manifests on the sea is akin to the power he
manifests by the sea, the power of teaching and healing.”125
The peripheral settings embedded in the story world challenge these images of danger
and chaos. In Mark’s story, they are settings of transformation. Jesus withdraws to the wilderness
to pray (1:35), crowds follow him into the wilderness and deserted areas (1:45; 3:8; 6:33), and it
is in this setting that healing (5:1-20; 5:29; 6:53-56) and teaching (4:1-34) take place and
miraculous feedings occur (6:31-44; 8:1-10) revealing God’s activity and power manifested by
Jesus.126 The Twelve witness Jesus calming a storm (4:35-41) and walking on water (6:45-52),
adding to Jesus’s power displayed in these settings in the periphery. Mark’s setting of “beside the
sea on the land” (4:1) offered a space away from the pressures of household and village activity.
This setting moves beyond the traditional setting of synagogue, as many of Jesus’s teachings and
healings occur beside the sea (3:7, 9).127
Jesus’s movements in the first half of Mark’s story world demonstrate both success and
confrontation in Galilee. Jesus associates with people inside and outside of the traditional social
network creating the human character of the kingdom space. He seems to experience more
success in the wilderness spaces than the houses/villages. In Mark 4, this movement of human
and physical character straddles the tension of order and chaos: Jesus engages the “whoevers,”
including those previously not included, in the space between the realms of land and sea (4:1).
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The setting demonstrates a period of transition and liminality. It is perhaps because this
experience of people and place is shrouded in ambiguity that enables the reader/hearers to
visualize themselves within the narrative. Jesus begins to teach directly to the readers/hearers in
parables, thus opening the potential for an experience of the kingdom space.

4 Jesus’s Storytelling
In the midst of the unfolding of the kingdom space in Mark’s story world and the moment
when Jesus shifts to teaching beside the sea (4:1), the reader/hearers are poised to pay close
attention as Jesus is speaking directly to them. They now pause to experience Jesus’s teaching on
full display in Mark 4, the parable discourse. Mark narrates Jesus’s parables in Mark 4, including
the Parable of the Sower, (4:3-20) the Parable of the Growing Seed (4:26-29), the Parable of the
Mustard Seed (4:30-32) and authoritative sayings within A Lamp under a Bushel Basket (4:2125).
The most prominent feature of Jesus’s public discourse is the story form he popularized
called “parables.”128 Jesus is a master storyteller and his parables were the means by which he
explains the kingdom of God, the character of God and God’s expectations for humans.129
The word parable comes from the transliteration of the Greek word παραβολή, meaning a
motion of something being cast (βολή) alongside (παρα) something else, and so functions as a
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comparative term, indicating similarity or parallelism to a referent.130 Scholars have defined
parables variously: narrative fiction,131 extended metaphors,132 stories with intent,133 or, perhaps,
best of all, “imaginary gardens with real toads in them.”134 Nevertheless, it is helpful to begin
with the classic definition provided by C.H. Dodd:
Parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life,
arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind
in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active
thought. 135
Dodd provides three key elements that will be meaningful for my discussion.136
First, parables are simple stories that draw in the hearer using every day, common
experiences and characters with whom the audience can identify. Their commonness make them
easily accessible, so Jesus was quickly able to “draw the hearer into the world he was
constructing.”137 For example, Jesus compares the kingdom of God to a sower scattering seed,
introducing a character familiar to their world (4:26-29).
Second, parables are “arresting” and often contain elements of reversal.138 The story’s
progression leads one to expect something, but the parable inevitably takes an unexpected turn.
In 4:26-29, the sower provided no activity in the production of the harvest beyond scattering
seed. The familiar world of sweat and toil has been replaced with unexpected and strange ease of
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harvest. As expectations of the outcome of the story fail, a gap opens up, and in that gap there is
room for a new way of thinking.139
Finally, parables make a person think.140 There is an open-endedness to parables, and the
questions they ask do not always get resolved.141 Jesus’s parables call into question the
construction of reality and that awareness can turn the hearer away from the familiar assumptions
and expectations of life toward the unknown space of the kingdom. In 4:26-29, the hearer is
invited to consider the sower’s trust in God’s presence to provide a bountiful harvest but also
God’s expectations of the sower to perform his tasks. The hearer is drawn into the exercise of
active thought to make sense of God’s generous response to the sower’s actions. This parable
invites the hearer to think through their own response to the kingdom space.
Scholarship has recently built on Dodd’s definition and expanded it by adding that a
parable’s ultimate aim is a “move to action.”142 However, parables do this in a subtle way.
“Parables are a nuanced and considerate way to convey a speaker’s meaning” and this is realized
with the indirect way Jesus tells his stories.143 Jesus works at the level of human experience as
his parables use scenes and characters that reflect the hearer’s reality without directly referring to
them.144 In this way, stories can be received as “world-restoring.”145 The reader/hearers
experience the story indirectly and can visualize themselves participating, thus taking action. If
the form of teaching is direct and uses explicit or even harsh language, as in the use of
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instruction or statements, defenses may go up if the new information poses a challenge.146
Jesus’s parables offer the reader/hearer a new awareness of God’s activity within their life
experience.147 A reader/hearer’s basic assumptions of their reality is their “world space.” If the
parable has had the appropriate effect, and the reader/hearer realizes a crack in the limits of their
world space, that which is familiar in the customs and traditions they assume will be in sufficient
doubt. Then a gap opens up an opportunity for a move to action. In this way, parables may be
viewed as challenging or subversive in the moment of realization, but world-restoring in their
overall effect. That is, they reorient the reader/hearer and encourage action.
In other words, expanding on Dodd’s definition, one’s perception and understanding of
their reality must be sufficiently and indirectly poked and prodded by the story (sufficient doubt)
to immerse oneself in reflective contemplation to stimulate questions and responses (active
thought) that invite a move to action. I suggest that the move to action is purposive action,148 as
it requires a deliberate process of thinking and a reorientation. When the listener allows the
parable’s effect to become embedded in their world space, participation can occur and the
kingdom has become a lived-reality, experiential in its essence.149
I turn now to the collection of parables in Mark 4 that Jesus uses to invite hearers, and by
extension Mark’s reader/hearers, to step into the kingdom space. In this space, they are invited to
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ask questions and draw conclusions about their own personal world space, inviting purposive
action.

5 The Parable of the Sower Cluster
5.1

Parable Collection: Mark’s Structure
Mark 4 is a story world within a story world. Mark takes the reader/hearer out of the

narration in 4:1 and places them back into the narration in 4:35. The cluster of parables in
between suspends the reader/hearer in the space that Jesus is constructing. The parables in Mark
4 define the kingdom space, but most importantly, define the role of the reader/hearer within this
space. I examine this collection of parables in two stages: first, their effects as a rhetorical
argument, and second, their effects as stories. Stories invite the reader/hearer to transfer their
experience of the story to their real world; thus, a story bears the reality in its telling.150 As a
persuasive tool, both the rhetorical argument and the effect of the story world are demonstrated
in reader/hearer’s ability to visualize them and willingness to receive them.
The collection of parables in Mark 4 are structured to form a persuasive argument,
designed to explain what the kingdom space is like and persuade the reader/hearers to
participate. In his book, Patterns of Persuasion, Burton Mack observes a pattern of
argumentation that draws attention to the participation of the reader/hearer. He explains an
example of an argumentative discourse that ancient manuals use in rhetorical compositions,
namely an exercise called an “elaboration.”151 This elaboration exercise is “a speech that
develops its themes through a sequence of arguments in support and explication of the original
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saying.”152 The original saying, or the thesis upon which the argument is structured, is called a
“Chreia.”153 In the case of Mark 4, the Chreia is the Parable of the Sower (4:3-9). In the
following analysis, the elaboration of the parables in Mark 4 is in a sequential order of
argumentation (4:10-29) that supports the Chreia, demonstrating how persuasive it was meant to
be.154 Mack refers to the structure of the elaboration as a “pattern” and his methodology traces
the sequence of this pattern.155 I will follow Mack’s technical outline of this rhetorical argument
(Chreia elaboration) to conduct a close study of Mark 4. His reconstruction of the elaboration
follows this outline:
1. Introduction
2. Chreia: presents a proposition, thesis or statement of case
3. Rationale or reason for the Chreia
When the first three items are present, one has all the initial ingredients for an argument
to develop.156 To complete the argument, a combination of one or more of the following may be
used in support, and the order is flexible:157
4. Contrary Statement: clarifies or restates original thesis by demonstrating that the reverse
may also be true
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5. Pronouncement:158 authoritative saying or principle gleaned from written documents or
well-known saying.
6. Example: introduces authoritative person as paradigm or model
7. Analogy: introduces another sphere of natural life (human or nature)
8. Conclusion: intensifies and focusses emotions and thoughts through summary or
exhortation.159
Typically, scholars organize Mark 4 into a chiasmus that follows an A-B-C-D-C-B-A
pattern, identifying 4:13-20, the interpretation of the Parable of the Sower, as the
centerpiece.160Applying the elaboration pattern to Mark 4, Mack observes that Mark inverts the
order of the bottom half, creating a subtle chiasm within the pattern. This results in a center that
focuses on step 5: Pronouncement, the Lamp under the Bushel Basket (4:24-25):161 “Pay
attention to what you hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more will
be given you. For to those who have, more will be given; and from those who have nothing, even
what they have will be taken away.” Mack’s observation of the Pronouncement (the Lamp under
the Bushel Basket) as the centerpiece provides a meaningful interpretation for this project. As the
centerpiece of Mark 4, it speaks directly to the reader/hearer and their role in the kingdom space.
As a persuasive argument, it is significant that the centerpiece emphasizes participation in
support of a Chreia that emphasizes sowing. In the context of Mark 4, when one gets a sense that
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they can be actively involved in the kingdom space, the parables that follow seem possible and
doable.
While Mack provides a basic analysis of the pattern and identifies the sequence of
arguments that support the Chreia, he does not include a diagram illustrating the chiasm. Based
on these observations, I include a diagram of the pattern, highlighting the chiasm in the bottom
half. Thus, the Chreia elaboration may be illustrated as follows:
1) The Parable of the Sower: Introduction (1-2)
2) The Parable of the Sower: Initial Chreia (3-9)
3a) The Purpose of the Parables: Rationale (10-12)
3b) The Purpose of the Parables: Rationale, Interpretation (13-20)
4) A Lamp Under a Bushel Basket: Contrary/Converse (21-23)
5) A Lamp Under a Bushel Basket: Pronouncement (24-25)
6) The Parable of the Growing Seed: Example (26-29)
7) The Parable of the Mustard Seed: Analogy (30-32)
8) The Use of Parables: Conclusion (33-34)
Mark structures the elaboration pattern to highlight certain aspects and balance others.
For example, as Mack explains, the Contrary/Converse (4) balances the Example (6) and the
Interpretation (3b) balances the Analogy (7), but he has no explanation for the emphasis on the
Pronouncement (5).162 He states, “this structural playfulness is not sufficient to account for the
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inversion of the sequence and the resulting emphasis upon the Pronouncement (5) at this point in
the elaboration.”163 However, I have found a meaningful balance between the Pronouncement (5)
and the Rationale (3a), which supports the Chreia (2) that develops in the course of this
examination. Further, I provide a more detailed analysis of the overall pattern and provide
observations as to how the progression of the pattern illuminates each layer of the argument.
Reading the cluster of parables as a collection rather than individually will demonstrate
the effect the structure of the elaboration has as a persuasive argument. The collection of
parables in Mark 4 supports the argument of the Parable of the Sower (4:3-9), highlighting the
action of sowing emphasizing the authoritative saying in the Pronouncement (5) exhorting the
reader/hearer to participate (4:24-25). Thus, in Mark 4, Jesus reveals the kingdom of God,
defines the kingdom space, and invites the hearer to be an active member of this space. Mark’s
story world now pauses as Jesus takes over the role of storyteller.

5.2

The Parable of the Sower: Introduction
Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd gathered
around him that he got into a boat on the sea and sat there, while the
whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. He began to teach them
many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to them. (4:1-2)
With these words in 4:1-2, Mark takes the reader/hearer out of the main narrative and into

a new one: a story world within a story world. From a literary standpoint, 8:31-10:52 may be
identified as the midpoint of the gospel, indicating chapters 1-7 make up the first half. Mark
places the parable discourse in the middle of the first half, making it the centerpiece of a chiastic
structure. With Jesus speaking directly to the reader/hearer, the parables hold a place of honour
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within the gospel. This introduction establishes that this discourse is a speech and a rhetorical
argument may proceed.164
The quick-paced narrative of Mark 1-3 has slowed down as the setting is described in
detail, not customary to Mark’s style. Mark uses repetition to emphasize key aspects of the
setting. “Teach/teaching” repeats three times in the introduction. “Again he began to teach”
suggests that this is a well-established practice for Jesus, specifying that he taught them “many
things in parables” (4:2). Mark specifically chose this cluster of parables to demonstrate what
Jesus’s teaching was like.165 If we understand this to be a rhetorical observation, Mark
distinguishes this discourse from other forms of ancient discourse such as philosophical
dogmata, ethical maxims or scriptural precedents.166
Crowds have been following and gathering around Jesus in the preceding chapters (2:4;
2:13; 3:9; 3:20; 3:32), but this crowd is distinguished as a “very large crowd” (4:1).167 As
discussed above, the setting takes place “beside the sea,” outside of the familiarity and security
of the reader/hearer’s traditional setting of house and village. Jesus takes a place of honour,
almost as if on a pulpit,168 and is seated on a boat “on the sea” and “beside the land” (see Chapter
3). The attention called to the separation of Jesus and the crowds is marked by a seaside setting
for teaching in contrast to the usual setting in synagogues and houses. The space is liminal,
begging to be defined, and Jesus does this with his parable discourse. The setting matches the
unexpectedness of the stories Jesus will tell. Jesus invites the crowd into the story world of the
kingdom of God.
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5.3

The Parable of the Sower: Chreia
“Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell on
the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on rocky
ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it
had no depth of soil. And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it
had no root, it withered away. Other seed fell among thorns, and the
thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. Other seed fell into
good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and
yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” And he said, “Let anyone
with ears to hear listen!” (4:3-9)
The Parable of the Sower is foundational in Mark’s story world because it is a parable

about parables. It is the only parable in the Gospels with an interpretation, emphasizing its
significance as a tool for teaching and storytelling. In a rhetorical argument, the Chreia presents a
thesis statement to be argued,169and the Parable of the Sower functions this way. It brings
attention to the actions of the sower and raises questions about the purpose of the sowing, thus
directing the reader/hearer to the discourse that follows.170 The Parable of the Sower, (4-9), is a
parable about sowing seed; however, neither a description of the seed nor even a direct mention
is given, and the parable seems to be emphasizing the fate of the seed.171 Jesus begins with the
exhortation to “Listen!” 4:3, and concludes with “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” in 4:9,
forming an inclusio with an emphasis on hearing. Jesus wants this crowd to pay attention, but the
appeal to “listen” and “hear,” as will be elaborated below underscores the meaning of the
parable. As noted earlier, parables provide a comparison of two items. In this case, the parable is
enigmatic because it has not identified a comparable referent.172 In other words, the sower who
went out to sow is not compared to anything. “This enigmatic character of the parable-withoutreference is what makes it a Chreia in need of elaboration.”173 The parable tells the story of a
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sower who has a series of failures to produce a harvest, ending with a three-fold, successful crop.
Questions spring to mind regarding the sowing and the fate of the seeds, and readers/hearers may
wonder why the parable had not given them a referent for comparison. The actions of the sower
are not strange; in fact, they are quite typical, leading to the expected result: a harvest. Why is
Jesus telling us this? Perhaps this a new teaching.
The one sowing (σπείρων) is grammatically presented as a present participle active
meaning that it is a continuous action. Thus, the one sowing (the sower) continuously sows seed.
The placement of the definite article would have alerted Mark’s readers/hearers of the
significance of the sower and wondered who the sower could be.174 The identity of the sower is
ambiguous, and this ambiguity can be considered a narrative gap in the story. 175 Scholars have
filled this gap suggesting that the sower could be identified as God, Jesus, or an early Christian
preacher; it could also suggest that interpreters should remain agnostic on the issue.176 However,
as previously discussed, one of the purposes of parables is to prompt the reader/hearer into active
thought, hence the possible intent of this narrative gap. The one sowing is an important character
because the sower sets the subsequent events in motion, to be ongoing.177 The reader/hearer will
determine that all of the events that occurred before this story, all the events after and, indeed,
that which may occur beyond the story world, are triggered by the sower. The parable is part of a
gospel tradition to be passed on in its retelling, which, as this study attempts to demonstrate, is
part of the interdependent partnership humans are invited to share with God.
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Mark’s story illustrates rhetorical patterning of repetition to emphasize central concerns
of the text.178 First, looking closer at the inclusio of “Listen” in 4:3 and 4:9 (“Ἀκούετε. ἰδοὺ
ἐξῆλθεν ὁ σπείρων σπεῖραι… Ὃς ἔχει ὦτα ἀκούειν ἀκουέτω), it is clear that it is emphasizing to
the reader/hearer the importance of listening. The word “listen” (Gk: ἀκούω) repeats an
additional ten times (4:12, 15, 16, 18, 20, 23, 24, 33).179 Second, the repetition of pronouns for
what the sower sows is depicted by the singular pronouns, ὃ μὲν (v. 4), ἄλλο (v. 5), ἄλλο (4:7),
followed up by the plural ἄλλα (v. 8). The plural, ἄλλα, may highlight the differentiation
between the successful harvests of these seeds with the failure of the previous seed; however, the
three unsuccessful acts of sowing balance with the threefold result.180 This is an expected
outcome of farming. Thus, this parable breaks the convention of parables introducing an
unexpected twist, and the purpose of the sower and the fate of the seeds seem unclear at this
point.
So far, we see that the Parable of the Sower reflects the typical, workaday world of the
reader/hearer and raises questions as to its purpose and meaning. In and of itself, it makes no
explicit comparison (unlike most parables). It makes a statement about a sower and expected
outcomes, which again is not typical of parables. Nevertheless, Mark tasks the reader/hearer to
“listen” (4:3) as the elaboration unfolds. The parable functions as the Chreia of the rhetorical
argument still to come.

5.4

The Purpose of the Parables: Rationale / Theory
When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve
asked him about the parables. And he said to them, “To you has been
given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, everything
comes in parables; in order that
178
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‘they may indeed look, but not perceive,
and may indeed listen, but not understand;
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’”181 (4:10-12)
This next section affirms that the Parable of the Sower leaves the reader/hearer with too
many unanswered questions to be effective on its own. Combining it with other parables and
sayings strengthens its meaning, addressing questions the Chreia has raised and providing a
direct statement as to its intent.182 The Rationale begins to move in this direction, providing two
important ingredients. First, 4:11 answers the question about the missing referent and identifies it
as the kingdom of God.183 However, the kingdom involves a secret, so not all questions are
answered. Second, the Rationale proposes that the questions raised were legitimate because they
were asked by insiders. “Those who were around him along with the twelve” were introduced to
the reader/hearer in 3:13, and they are considered attentive listeners with engaging questions.184
This is clear, because those around Jesus “asked him about the parables” (4:10).
The change in the scene at 4:10, particularly with the use of κατὰ μόνας (when he was
alone), indicates a private setting.185 The shift from the crowds to a small, inner group made up
of “those who were around him along with the twelve” (4:10) highlights the rhetorical
importance of this passage because it is a private teaching and offers an explanation to the failure
of the crops in the Parable of the Sower.186 It also contrasts this group with “those outside,” thus
identifying two groups. The indication that Jesus is giving private instruction to a smaller group
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brings to attention that the crowds are temporarily out of the picture and not privy to further
insight. The grammar used in Mark’s story does not make it easy to distinguish between Jesus’s
teaching to the crowds and his private instruction. This is a minor point, but relevant for my
discussion to make clear that the crowds did indeed hear all of the parables in 4:3-9 and 4:26-32.
Joel Marcus highlights this gap in the composition of Mark 4 involving the narrative flow
of instruction to the crowd and the private instruction to the small group:187 when does the crowd
re-enter the story? The confusion comes with the use of αὐτοῖς at the beginning of three sections:
4:11, 13, 4:21, as well as the ending of the discourse (4:33). Mark has given no indication to
whom Jesus is addressing the seed parables in 4:26-29 and 30-32, as the text simply states: “He
also said to them [αὐτοῖς]” (4:11, 13) and “he was saying to them [αὐτοῖς]” (4:21). One
indication of whom he is addressing is that the theme of hiddenness, revelation and hearing in
4:11 is carried on similarly in 4:24-25, indicating that private instruction extends from 4:10 to
4:25.188 Further, the referent to αὐτοῖς in 4:33, that may initially prompt the reader/hearer to
assume it refers to the disciples, is contrasted to “his disciples” in 4:34b.189 Therefore, “them” in
4:33 and 34 refers to the crowds and/or those outside who were included in the hearing of the
seed parables. “As they were able to hear it” (4:33b) further indicates those outside of the inner
group as it infers their (in)ability of receptivity. It is reasonable to conclude that the crowd
received Jesus’s teaching of three parables from 4:1-9 and then again from 4:26-32.190
Thus established, Mark 4 has two groups referred to as the “insiders” and the “outsiders.”
“To you” are the insiders who have been given the secret or mystery of the kingdom of God. The
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insiders include the Twelve plus an unknown number of people that have demonstrated attentive
listening and approach Jesus for private instruction.191 They are those who perceive matters of
further inquiry due to the questions broached by the parables and represent the good soil.192 The
word δέδοται (has been given) is considered a divine passive, meaning the secrets come from
God. This suggests the mystery’s importance193 and that human efforts to understand the parable
are freely given by God to those who choose to receive them, including the reader/hearers.
“For those outside” (4:11) seems to indicate those who have succumbed to the obscurity
of the parables. “Everything comes in parables” (4:11) to the outsiders, but the doer of the action
(γίνεται) is ambiguous:194 does the lack of understanding come from the difficulty of Jesus’s
teaching or human incapability? For unexplained reasons, the outsiders’ minds are closed. They
represent the three types of bad soil. A superficial reading or hearing can be achieved but will not
lead to a deeper level of insight indicated by the words “perceive,” “understand” and “turn
again” (repent)195 followed up by another divine passive, ἀφεθῇ (should be forgiven).196 It is
noteworthy that the incomprehension is not due to lack of intelligence but rather may stem from
indifference or opposition to the word Jesus reveals.197
The story world presents a puzzling twist to the hearer: why would God/Jesus
intentionally hide the meaning of parables? For Jesus to speak in parables “in order that” (ἵνα)
they not perceive, understand or be forgiven seems counter to the spirit of Jesus’s teaching and
appears to place all of the activity on God. The reader/hearer has an expectation that learning and
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understanding result from teaching, so these words may be bewildering. The statement in 4:12 is
harsh and seems to suggest a God that intentionally excludes some from revelation. What is the
intention? I suggest that these challenging verses are introducing the theme of human/divine
activity and the kingdom of God. Although the passage is harsh and abrupt, it opens the door to
the idea that interdependent participation is necessary, but the door is only open a crack. One
needs to stay attuned in the story world to understand the full scope of participation.
There appears to be a tension between divine activity and human activity. God is
revealing and concealing, and humans are both able and not able to receive. The Parable of the
Sower reveals that the receiver of the seed that produces a harvest is the good soil. This
conclusion infers that the soil, which has no control over its condition, is a passive
image/metaphor.198 Does this suggest that human activity is deterministic? Or that there is no
possibility for humans to adjust to new information and evolve? Will an outsider be given the
opportunity to become an insider? On the one hand, taken at face value, the Parable Theory
(4:10-12) can be seen as a sober reminder that God is beyond human comprehension. On the
other, heard within the context of the story, the parables and the theory have done their job,
posing questions and initiating active thought. Mark 4:12 further suggests that action is required
with turning and repenting. The divine and human roles have been presented so ambiguously, it
is hard to know when each is active,199 emphasizing the interdependency between the
reader/hearer as they receive and the secrets of the kingdom, given by God.
Marcus suggests that exactly how the outsiders are affected by the revealing or
concealing of the parables is not as important to Mark as emphasizing that Jesus’s speech is
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active because he wants his reader/hearer to delve into the deeper meaning of the story.200 Setting
one’s mind on the things of God, not the things of humans (8:33) is the difference between the
two groups.201 One can infer that the giving of the parables as found in 4:3-9 and 4:26-32 are for
the purposes of perceiving, understanding and turning, should one choose. Although the
quotation is framed in the negative, the reference to “turning” and “forgiving” points to the fact
that the primary purpose of Jesus’s word is the coming of the kingdom, as first stated in 1:15,
“repent and believe in the good news.”202 The element of human responsibility that applies to the
context of a story is that it is told for the purpose of perception and reception: the teller presents
the story and the recipient receives “as they are (were) able” as Mark is suggesting in 4:33. If
God’s mysteries, and indeed the good news of the gospel, are told not to be perceived,
understood and thus forgiven, we would have a statement and not a story. If a story is told it
must be perceived to be retold, hence we have a gospel, thus the good news. This is not
suggesting that all will perceive or recount, but human initiative is required for fruitfulness and
harvest.203 “People place themselves inside or outside by the way they respond to the message,
and their position is not then permanently determined.”204 The theme of human and divine
activity has been broached and seems to be left hanging in 4:12.
The Rationale of the Chreia reveals the referent, and a sequence of supporting
argumentation is now needed to persuade the reader/hearer of its importance.
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5.5

The Purpose of the Parables: Rationale / Interpretation
And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will
you understand all the parables? The sower sows the word [λόγος]. These
are the ones on the path where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan
immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. And
these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they
immediately receive it with joy. But they have no root, and endure only
for a while; then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the
word, immediately they fall away. And others are those sown among the
thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, but the cares of the world,
and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke
the word, and it yields nothing. And these are the ones sown on the good
soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a
hundredfold.” (4:13-20)
In the previous section, we saw that the first part of the Rationale (4:10-12) legitimizes

the questions raised in the Chreia and identifies the missing referent as the kingdom of God.205
This second part of the Rationale is the paraphrase, or the allegory, given as the interpretation of
the parable and functions as a second Rationale because it makes the referent explicit: “the sower
sows the word” (4:14, emphasis mine). However, in 4:11, the referent has already been identified
as “the secret of the kingdom of God.” Mark does not make this easy!
This second Rationale calls attention to the fact that the sowing of the parable is related to
the problem of looking/perceiving and listening/understanding from 4:12, and its resolution lies
with its reception or hearing (4:15, 16, 18, 20) of the word (4:14-20).206 The repetition of sow
(σπείρω, 7 times), word (λόγος, 8 times) and hear (ἀκούω, 4 times) make clear the emphasis of
4:13-20, particularly the connection between “sow” and “word.” Further, the verb “to hear” in
4:15, 16 and 18 is in the aorist form (ἀκούσωσιν), while “to hear” in 4:20 is in the present tense
(ἀκούουσιν). In contrast to the predominantly past tense of the parable, the interpretation in the
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present tense subtly suggesting that “the world is not narrated, but discussed,” implying one of
the functions of parables is to prompt active thought with the reader/hearers.207 The grammatical
emphasis on the continued action of the sower in the present story world confronts the
reader/hearer with the present—the here and now aspect of the story. This is not a story that
happened in the past; it is happening now. And the reader/hearer is part of it.
That which is sown is left ambiguous in 4:1-9 (indicated by pronouns only: “which,”
“that,” or “other”) 208 and is now explained in 4:13-20. The interpretation clarifies that that which
is sown represents the “word:”209 “the sower sows the word (τὸν λόγον)” (4:14). According to
BDAG, λόγος can be understood as “communication whereby the mind finds expression,” and
“may take on a variety of formulations or topical nuances” (e.g., statements, questions, prayers);
it may also refer to a report, or a story.210 Upon hearing the interpretation of the Parable of the
Sower, the reader/hearer may have recalled λόγος from earlier in Mark’s story featuring the man
with leprosy, “But he went out and began to proclaim it freely, and to spread the word [λόγος]”
(1:45). None of the traditional associations of cultivation, such as toil, achievement and reward,
are used to clarify the meaning of the parable.211 The story focuses on sowing and harvest, and
the only action happening in between is hearing and receiving. This suggests that the kingdom
space is more about transformation than cultivation.212 As the Parable of the Sower indicates, the
seeds/words sown that were destroyed, withered, or choked did not transform. The seeds that
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became fruitful were the ones that did transform. The word is being sown as Mark’s story
unfolds.
The Rationale also calls the reader/hearer’s attention to a parallel between the action of
sowing and the ability to comprehend: “the way the sowing went in the parable is related to the
problem of understanding the parable.”213 Those who listen and understand are like the seeds that
are transformed. The Rationale’s emphasis on σπείρω and λόγος may infer that which is sown is
being cultivated in the mind—the process of visualization (and thus Thirdspace).214 The nuance
of hearing the parable places the role of the reader/hearer as an active participant in the story that
is unfolding. It is becoming clear that which is being sown is a story.
A persuasive argument is forming as the Rationale (4:13-20) clarifies the Chreia (4:3-9),
indicating the λόγος is that which is being sown. This relates to the secrets of the kingdom of
God, suggested in 4:11. The emphasis on hearing places the necessity of participation on the
reader/hearer.215 As we will see, “Pay attention to what you hear” (4:24) in the next pericope
suddenly has new meaning.

5.6

A Lamp Under a Bushel Basket: Contrary & Pronouncement
He said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket,
or under the bed, and not on the lampstand? For there is nothing hidden,
except to be disclosed; nor is anything secret, except to come to light. Let
anyone with ears to hear listen!” And he said to them, “Pay attention to
what you hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and
still more will be given you. For to those who have, more will be given;
and from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken
away.” (4:21-25)
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The next step in the Chreia elaboration is the “Contrary” statement (4:21-22) followed by
a “Pronouncement” (4:24-25). This collection of two sayings function as supporting
argumentation to the Rationale within the structure of Mark 4. An attentive study of the text
reveals that this section illuminates the difficult text in 4:12, “in order that ‘they may indeed
look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may not turn again
and be forgiven.’” What is most significant about this section is that it contains the pivot point in
Mark 4, as illustrated in the “Pattern of the Chreia Elaboration Diagram” (see Section 5.1).
The Contrary (or the Converse) tests the Rationale by setting up a contrast or showing
that the converse is true, thus serving to support the original contention in the sequence of a
rhetorical argument.216 The Rationale (4:10-12) has emphasized secrecy and seemingly
intentional hiddenness; the contrary states that secrets must be revealed (4:21-22).
Mark uses four “ἵνα’s” in the saying of the lampstand that seem to off-set or balance the
one difficult ἵνα in 4:12.
He said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put [ἵνα, literally: “so that it
might be placed”] under the bushel basket, or under the bed, and not [ἵνα,
literally, “so that it might be placed”] on the lampstand?
For there is nothing hidden, except to be [ἵνα, literally, “so that it might
be”] disclosed; nor is anything secret, except to come [ἵνα, literally, “so
that it might come”] to light. (4:21-22)
The repetition of the ἵνα reminds the reader/hearer of the difficult citation uttered in 4:12, “in
order that [ἵνα] ‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not
understand; so that they may not turn again and be forgiven,’” accentuating its true purpose. All
of the ἵνα clauses reveal God’s intentions.217 There is a movement or momentum from
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hiddenness to revelation with the γάρ at the beginning of 4:22.218 Jesus’s λόγος is meant to be
seen (light, lampstand, understood) for (γάρ) the purpose of perceiving and living. In this pivotal
section, this kingdom space is being defined and coming to light. Hiddenness serves the purpose
of openness.219
The purpose of a lamp is not to go under a bushel basket, but to be put on a stand;
accordingly, the purpose of the parables is not to remain hidden but to come to light:220 their
purpose and inevitability is to be revealed. Thus, the purpose and inevitability of that which is
sown is to reveal the word.221 As the lamp is to the light, what is sown (λόγος) is to the
kingdom.222
The command, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” (4:23) follows and knits these two
sections together (4:21-22 and 4:24-25). It initiates action and stresses to the reader/hearer that
instructions are coming their way. Further to this, “Pay attention to what you hear” (4:24)
follows, emphasizing “what” one hears,223 implicitly understood to be the word, and is the
object of the action (that which is heard), underscoring this exhortation to “pay attention.”
Mark 4:24-25 is the pivot point in the pattern of the elaboration and the collection of
parables in Mark 4. There is a shift of emphasis: the chapter has progressed from past tense (4:3),
to present tense (4:14) and now shifts to future tense in 4:24-25.224 This is particularly noted with
the direct “you” (second person plural) statements (4:24-25).225
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The Pronouncement first calls the reader/hearer to direct participation using four second
person plural statements found in 4:24 (emphasis mine), “Pay attention to what you hear; the
measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more will be given you.”226 Similar to the
ἵνα in 4:21-22 emphasizing secrets to be revealed, the second person plural emphasizes the
importance of participation and the subject of the activity. The Pronouncement addresses the
reader/hearers as the ones giving and getting in light of the Parable of the Sower.
In a rhetorical argument, the citation from an authoritative figure could function as a
precedent, a judgment or a decision and normally took authority from canons of literature or
philosophy.227 They carried weight because they came from an authoritative figure. For Mark,
Jesus is this figure (e.g., 1:1, 2:22) and he gives the reader/hearer instructions on how to live the
parable. In other words, the parable teaching has gone from theory to practice. The theory (4:320) explains the activity of sowing and presents different outcomes, suggesting that which is
sown, which is equated with the word. The secret of the Kingdom is to be revealed, but
perceiving and understanding are not enough.228 In 4:24-25, Jesus provides practical instruction
for the reader/hearer to be actively involved. Participation involves reciprocity: “the measure you
give will be the measure you get” (4:24). This practice is embedded within the parables and adds
a layer of depth and instruction to the story because each parable is revealing an action item for
the reader/hearer. Hearing the word and understanding its revelation will bear fruit. This clarifies
the hearers’ participation in the sowing/reaping of the kingdom.229 Those who are being given
the secret must pay attention to their role in the process.230 The measure you give/get is
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dependent upon 4:24a, “pay attention to what you hear.” The “what” are Jesus’s words
announcing an event (the coming of the kingdom, 1:14-15), and it is qualified with “and still
more will be given,” (4:24) which is a Markan emphasis on God’s gracious action.231 The
positioning of the Pronouncement (4:24-25) in the middle of the elaboration places the focus on
the reader/hearer and their role in the process of receiving and sowing the word. Namely, Jesus is
passing on the action of sowing, the telling of the story, to the reader/hearer.
Furthermore, the reader/hearer now has a stake in the eventual manifestation of the
kingdom as they are being tasked with the sowing-reaping activity of the kingdom.232 This is the
first clear sign of the interdependent partnership between God and humans as the parables
suggest. “And still more will be given” (4:24) is God’s response to the human action of sowing.
A careful study of 4:24-25 has uncovered an overlap between human and divine things.
Human activity involves hearing and giving measure; divine activity mirrors this with giving
more and taking away. Secrets and λόγος can only be revealed to those who are paying attention
to what they hear. This theme will be explored further in the following parables. What matters
most for this discussion is that the kingdom space that Jesus is defining in Mark’s story world
reveals that it is dependent on the work of God and humans for fruition.

5.7

The Parable of the Growing Seed: Example
He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed
on the ground, and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed
would sprout and grow, he does not know how. The earth produces of
itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. But [δὲ,
meaning “and, now”] when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his
sickle, because the harvest has come.” (4:26-28)
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The Parable of the Growing Seed now provides an example highlighting themes that have
been revealed in the previous verses in Mark 4. As a rhetorical argument, it functions to show
that the general principle stated in the Chreia has actualized and confirms its validity.233 The
Parable of the Sower describes the experience of sowing from failure to success, which
elaborates the description of the growing seed (4:26-28) that is scattered, resulting in automatic
success, as I highlighted previously. In context, we see the Pattern of the Chreia Elaboration (see
Section 5.1) shows the Contrary/Converse (Lamp on the Lampstand) as the balance for the
Example (The Growing Seed).234 The purpose and inevitability of the lamp (word) is to come to
light and be revealed just as the purpose and inevitability of a seed (word) is to be sown and
harvested. The Parable of the Growing Seed demonstrates both the general principle of a
successful harvest and the sequential balance of purpose and inevitability.
Here is where we see the spatiality of the kingdom of God. The mystery of the kingdom,
God’s creative activity, lies in the space between sowing and harvest and occurs αὐτομάτηv
(4:28). If the parables offer data points on what the kingdom is like, this parable suggests that the
kingdom is like the self-producing (αὐτομάτη) earth, yielding a harvest and, unlike the Parable of
the Sower, it reports no failures. It reflects the ordinary, everyday existence and experience of the
first century Palestinian peasant. This parable does not pack the big punch of the sower parable,
but rather, quietly offers a glimpse of Jesus’s kingdom space.235
The language and imagery of the Parable of the Growing Seed is ambiguous and
enigmatic, which gives the reader/hearer a chance to contemplate their own interpretation or
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response to the parable.236 As pointed out earlier, in the Parable of the Growing Seed, as
someone scatters seed, one would expect cultivation, examples of “toil, achievement and
reward.”237 However, the parable explains the unexpected action of the sower in terms of no
effort: he “would sleep and rise night and day” with a harvest that came about automatically, “he
does not know how” (4:27). The harvest is not unexpected, but the efforts, or rather the lack of
effort on the part of the sower, are unexpected to the reader/hearer. Unlike the harvest in 4:8, the
success of the harvest is left up to the reader/hearer to determine as they engage with the story
world.
Commentators tend to focus on the mysterious αὐτομάτη of God’s activity in this
parable.238 They argue that this activity is beyond human control and independent of human
effort; God does not need humans to bring in the kingdom. On closer examination, however, the
sower, or “someone,” plays a supporting role in the scattering of seed and going in with a
sickle.239 Robert A. Guelich notes that this “someone” initiates the action by sowing (4:26); the
sower illustrates the inherent power of the earth for the seed to grow and mature (4:28) by his/her
“contrasting behaviour and lack of understanding,” (4:27) and fulfils his/her duty by harvesting
the grain (4:29).240 Thus, the reader/hearer is assured that God’s promises are certain.241 This
chapter has already emphasized the need for human participation, as seen in Mark 4:24: “Pay
attention to what you hear; the measure you give/get…will be given you.” While God’s creative
activity is mysterious, and God is always at work, I suggest that human activity in this parable,
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and the cluster of parables, is present and necessary. There seems to be an inferred
interdependency of God and humans within the parables, which makes the Growing Seed parable
that much more personal. Humans have a role to play in the kingdom space that Jesus is
presenting: sowing and reaping. Everything that happens in between is God’s mysterious
activity. In sum, the purpose and inevitability of the scattering of seeds and the earth producing
αὐτομάτη suggests an interdependency exists between God and humans.

5.8

The Parable of the Mustard Seed: Analogy
He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what
parable will we use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown
upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is
sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth
large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”
(4:30-32)
The third parable Jesus uses to describe the kingdom space is the Parable of the Mustard

Seed, and it functions as an analogy. In a rhetorical argument, the analogy is used as a supporting
argument to show that a universal principle identified in the thesis statement operates in some
other order of activity as well.242 The purpose is to expound the potential for a universal truth
using a correlation from the social or natural order.243 In this case, the analogy uses an image
from the realm of the natural order and provides balance in the elaboration of the Chreia. The
thesis statement in the Parable of the Sower (4:3-9) illustrates the failure, but eventual and
expected success from sowing, which correlates with the mustard seed, a small plant that grows
into the greatest of shrubs. The comparison demonstrates that failure is to success as the smallest
is to the greatest. The growth and spread of the mustard seed is eventual and expected. So too the
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kingdom space, with continuous sowing, has the potential to spread into something great from
small beginnings into all orders of life.
The mustard plant image is a comical one: even I, an inexperienced horticulturalist,
know that mustard plants grow and spread at a relentless rate; they seize gardens and areas in
which they have taken root. What is so interesting about the selection of the mustard plant is that
it is not the grandest plant that could have been chosen for this correlation. Other trees with
mighty, nurturing branches have provided proverbial symbols in Hebrew scripture, such as the
great cedar of Lebanon (Dan. 4:12; Ezek. 17:23; Ezek. 31:5-6).244 Yet, the analogy correlates the
kingdom of God with the mustard seed. This is God’s Kingdom being compared to a weedy,
relentless plant that grows where it is not expected to grow. Its branches are not as big and
powerful as the cedar of Lebanon’s branches. However, mustard plants are useful, in that they
have medicinal properties to provide relief from physical ailments, such as stomach or bowel
troubles.245 Its pungent properties can penetrate the nostrils and brain, clearing the senses.246 And
it is persistent in its rooting and growing. In a world space where the unclean and the sick are
excluded, the healing properties of the mustard plant presents world-restoring measures.247 There
is a determined, feisty hope to persevere in this parable.248
The analogy has brought the rhetorical argument demonstrated in the pattern of the
elaboration to a completion. Its effect is to persuade the reader/hearer to transfer the experience
of the parables to their lived-reality. It brings together all of the themes that have been fully
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developed and demonstrated to be plausible: that which is sown has been threatened, hidden,
revealed, measured, yet inevitably and automatically coming to fruition to become great.249 This
kingdom space is possible and doable.

5.9

The Use of Parables: Conclusion
With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to
hear it; he did not speak to them except in parables, but he explained
everything in private to his disciples. (33-34)
The conclusion of the cluster of parables reiterates the importance of hearing, “as they

were able to hear it.” (4:33)250 The parables do not merely convey λόγος or stories for their own
sake, but rather they are meant to be heard and performed and lived. The verb δύναμαι is used to
describe the action of hearing, “as they were able to hear it” (καθὼς ἠδύναντο ἀκούειν) which
can be simply defined as “possess[ing the] capability for experiencing or doing something.”251
Thus, the persuasive effects of the parables are a reflection of the reader/hearer’s ability to
receive them and do something with them, namely to sow them again—that is, to retell the lifegiving stories.
Within the story, and with Jesus’s stories ringing in their ears, the crowds depart and the
reader/hearer flows back into the narrative of Mark’s story world. What happened in Mark 4 was
pivotal to Mark’s story. We see that as Jesus taught the crowds and disciples by the sea (4:1), he
aroused a new hearing with a new teaching. The purpose and relevance of the setting “on the
land beside the sea” (4:2) was to introduce this new teaching, rather than traditional teaching in a
conventional setting (e.g., synagogue). The setting outside of conventional norms and speaking
in parables perpetuates that feeling that one is in liminal spaces and realities. Jesus’s parables

Based on Mack, “Teaching in Parables,” 158.
Ibid.
251
BDAG, “δύναμαι,” Greek-English Lexicon, 261-262.
249
250

61

drew from the common, everyday experience of the Galilean peasant to teach about Jesus’s
strange and wonderful kingdom. There is an overlapping or coming together—a nexus—of
human’s space and God’s space.

6 Storytelling | Oral Performance
The preceding section examined the function of the parables in Mark 4 as a rhetorical
argument to persuade its audience to adapt the kingdom space into their lives. The following
section uses the approach developed from the work of Moxnes and Wenell to examine
associations between the story and the hearer,252 observing the persuasive effects of storytelling.
In Mark 4, the kingdom of God is either the implied or the explicit referent. It is
compared to a sower sowing seed, someone scattering seed, and a mustard seed. The main point
is a revelation of the kingdom of God, which we see in different ways through Mark 4. They are
all pointing in the same direction. If each comparison points to the same referent, namely God’s
kingdom, it is reasonable to suggest that the combination of the parables has transformative
power. The kingdom space that Jesus is creating and defining is an orientation of one’s world
space, human things, to include the kingdom space, God things. They must exist together,
forming a nexus. Accordingly, the purpose of the parables must be the transformative effect they
have on the hearer and communities in general.
Jesus’s parables draw on the realm of human experience, so any one parable can mean
something different for any one hearer. Each parable on its own is polyvalent.253 Multiple
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meanings can be uncovered so that no one reading can claim to be the authoritative reading.254
Parables are able to connect the story with one’s lived-reality through the process of making
associations. In other words, for a story to be meaningful, the hearer must be able to relate to it.
Meaning is created through an interaction between a particular hearer to a particular story.255
Jesus’s parables reflected the realm of human experience making them familiar and identifiable.
Like Jesus, ancient storytellers told stories for entertainment and educational purposes, but they
also served to shape identity: “stories invite listeners to enter the world of the story, to identify
with the characters and be transformed with them or by them.”256
What happened when the crowds dispersed and went back to their villages? Whether it
was the original crowd or the crowds gathered for a retelling of the gospel, we can imagine it
was natural for people to discuss a good story. The first century audience was a largely illiterate
audience, so most of what they knew and learned was by word of mouth.257 Knowledge was
social knowledge.258 In an oral culture, a “storyteller” would have told a story to an audience.
This event may have been held in a synagogue, village marketplace, theatre, house or an open
space in between villages,259 as is the case in our parable setting. The story would have been
embodied by the storyteller, as well as the audience.260 This means that the story was performed
in such a way that it came alive in the telling and the experience of hearing. The performer of
Mark’s story would have included intonation, movements, gestures, expressions, spatial
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relationships of characters and the sheer force of emotions invoked by the story itself. 261 The
performer personified the dynamics of the story or argument to persuade the audience to embody
the values and beliefs it conveyed.262 The ancient writers of rhetoric stress the importance of
emotion in an argument or story to convince an audience to act or react in a number of ways:
subversion of cultural values, transformation of worldview, impulse to action, change of
behavior, emotional catharsis, and / or re-formation of community.263 For example, in the parable
discourse in Mark’s story world, Jesus cries, “Pay attention to what you hear” (4:24, emphasis
mine), speaking directly and emphatically to the hearers, perhaps to each individual in the
audience, summoning each to an awareness of action. Similarly, when “looking at those around
him,” Jesus declared them his mother and brothers (3:34), which would have struck an emotional
chord with audience members as the storyteller/performer (embodying Jesus himself) looked
upon them with a purposeful pause.
Due to their interactive nature, it was common for ancient audiences to participate
actively in storytelling with cheers and clapping to the extent that the level of participation was
the measure of a good performance.264 Stories have an effect on a person or group and create a
space they can inhabit because they are bound by a common experience.265
If the parables have done their job, the crowd leaving the land beside the sea would have
shared a common experience of engagement and emotional impact in the telling of the stories.
The crowd will have received the discourse as they were able, some (insiders) more so than
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others (outsiders). They would have identified with the images and characters used to describe
this strange, new kingdom and, one could argue, these stories would have prompted discussions
within communities and families. One would have left with more questions than answers. Jesus
provided new teachings that required new hearings, which triggered new discussions. In the spirit
of the parables, some of the seed sown failed; others bore fruit.

6.1

Parables as Stories: Roadmap
The following examination observes the effects the parable collection in Mark 4 may

have had on the crowd experiencing Jesus’s discourse and by extension, those who heard the
stories subsequently. The purpose is to observe that if the stories have been persuasive, they will
be retold, introducing a cycle of storytelling.
A number of scholars suggest that the story of Jesus and his proclamation of the kingdom
of God began with oral storytelling.266 Each storyteller strove to interpret and perform his/her
story as best they understood it: “in traditional transmission the tellers pride themselves on
passing on the story as they have received it. Nonetheless, they will have told it in new times and
to new listeners, and hence in ways that could be heard at that point.”267 Wire stresses that this
should be taken as an opportunity to understand how tellers may “have cultivated what we
consider to be tensions in the story.”268 They shaped the tradition that was handed to them and
presented it in a way their audience could understand.269 Given the interactive nature of
storytelling, audience members may have asked questions of the performer, prompting the
storyteller to make revisions for better understanding and rejecting renditions that do not
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recognize the traditional telling.270 The story as a whole, in the sense of the full length, breadth
and depth of people’s memory, the “story horde,” connects all of the piecemeal meanings, the
process of one performance building on another and shaped by itinerant storytellers.271 Jesus’s
stories were drawn from the realm of human experience and connect with a group’s emotional
response because the story reflects their real life. If a story exercises its persuasive power, it will
be retold. In this way, the cycle of storytelling continues.
The observations that follow will explore the parables as stories with a focus on two main
elements: (1) the arc of the story, namely the progression of stories in Mark 4; and (2) the
elements of the story (character, plot, setting) that relate to and parallel first century Palestinian
peasant village life.272 This second element serves to observe what effect the story may have had
on the earliest hearers.

6.2

Story World & Hearer: Associations
The story world shifts to a peripheral setting, out by the sea. A hush comes over the

multitude and Jesus exclaims “Listen!” and proceeds to tell a crowd, for whom grain was a staple
food, a story about a farmer and his grain. The story of the Sower reflects the typical, workaday
world of many in the crowd. The region of Galilee was an agrarian society and, as such, every
facet of their lives revolved around agriculture and animal husbandry.273 It was a year-round
endeavor with different crops maturing and harvested at different times (summer/winter crops).
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Ancient farmers had frustrations and worry, contending with the elements, pests, warfare, and
drought.274 The parable of a sower sowing seed would have sounded familiar and ordinary so
that all who heard it would have followed along easily associating with the common obstacles
involved with sowing: well-trodden ground, rocky ground, in amongst thorny bushes and good
soil. With the final call, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen,” however, a person in the crowd
may have wondered, “So what? Why is he telling us this story?” An attentive listener may have
pondered the identity of the sower, but I suggest the significance of this story, the important
connection, may have only been picked up the by select hearers (insiders) in 4:14, when Jesus
connects the seed with the word. In the meantime, the crowd draws an immediate connection
with the farmer, the struggles one has with crop failures, and the relief and joy of a successful
harvest. A first century peasant farmer was present-oriented, in that, one’s concern was daily
sustenance and taking care to bring forth one harvest at a time.275 Members of the crowd would
have recalled moments of celebration with the words “thirty, sixty and a hundredfold” to
describe the harvest and settled in for the rest of the story.
Jesus continues to teach a select few of insiders, saying that “to you has been given the
secret of the kingdom of God.” The hearers in this group have just been given two intriguing
thoughts to consider: a secret and a kingdom of God. What is the secret? The word μυστήριον
(secret or mystery) is not used in our modern sense as something that needs to be puzzled out but
rather refers to something that cannot possibly be figured out unless it is revealed by someone
with inside information, usually a divine mystery that can only be revealed by God or, in this
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case, Jesus.276 “Secret” or “mystery” has not been used thus far in Mark’s story world and may
alert the hearer to listen carefully for its discovery ahead.
The term “kingdom of God” is familiar to the hearers of Mark from 1:15. Jesus just told
the crowd a story about a sower and is now suggesting this has something to do with God and
God’s kingdom. Simple farming is not an image one would typically associate with God’s
kingdom, as tradition would have recalled David’s and Solomon’s kingdoms and all their
splendor and freedom from oppression. In light of this, the possibility of God’s kingdom cast
alongside a sower in a field is strange, but engaging and relatable.
Jesus goes on to explain the purpose of the parables using a difficult passage. The
paraphrase from Isaiah 6:9-10 would have been reminiscent of traditional teaching and surprising
in its harshness.277 This passage reminds the hearer of their traditional roots and that it requires a
turning toward or an orientation to open one’s mind and heart to a new teaching. “Can I do this?”
one may wonder as, “a new teaching; with authority!” (1:27) has already been noted by the
crowd. Looking and listening are not enough to perceive and understand that which is
secret/hidden. It is human nature to want to solve a mystery, so the hearers continue to be
attentive but are left hanging. This is quickly settled in 4:14 when Jesus announces, “the sower
sows the word.” (emphasis mine)
The hearers are now able to make the connections Jesus has been building towards with
his stories. He explains the parable, emphasizing the “word that is sown” and the importance of
“hear[ing] the word.” Hearers will connect the word with the seeds sown in the original parable
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and these are heightened in the retelling. The word (λόγος) is the secret of God’s kingdom. The
word has already been discussed in the scope of this project but the importance of “the word”
cannot be overemphasized. Jesus preaches the word, which is the revelation of the kingdom of
God, or, the gospel (Mk 1:14; 1:39; 2:2).278 Sowing the word is telling and retelling the gospel,
which is the story of God’s kingdom. If the word is the revelation of God’s will and purpose,
then those who receive it are capable of being transformed by it.
As the explanation of the parable indicates, sowing results in either failure or success, and
sometimes both. It is challenging to think that God’s kingdom is associated with a failed crop,
but crop failure is a part of the reality and normality of farming.279 One may be anticipating a
build-up from failure to abundant success in the parable because it is being compared to God’s
kingdom, but in the end, the harvest’s bounty is within the ordinary, everyday expectations.280
This parable is slowly uncovering the kingdom space that Jesus is defining and has been given an
action item: sowing. An attentive hearer may notice that the language has shifted from past tense
to present tense, so Jesus is speaking to the hearers now. One may experience a rush of
exhilaration or trepidation depending on one’s disposition to a new teaching. The questions that
may be hanging in the air for the hearers are, “what is this word, this secret, Jesus is talking
about, and who is the sower?”
Just as the hearer is suspended in the world of the sower, Jesus transitions to sayings
about lamps and measures. These are everyday items found in all households and are put forward
with a twist: “Is a lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket…bed, and not on a
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lampstand?” (4:21). Of course the answer is “no,” but it is the next statement that peaks interest,
suggesting that nothing is hidden (κρυπτός) or secret (ἀπόκρυφος), except for the purpose of
coming to light. In addition to a lamp’s practical purpose, it also serves as a powerful symbol
referring, for example, to the illuminating power of God (2 Sam. 22:26; Job 29:3) and God’s
precepts (Ps. 119:105).281 Lamps also served a cosmic purpose as they were found in tombs to
ward off evil spirits and rekindle the spirit of the deceased.282 It seems a natural fit that Jesus
would associate lamps with the illumination of secret things. Both κρυπτός and ἀπόκρυφος
simply refer to hidden or unknown wisdoms,283 but connect to the secret that has been given in
4:11, thus providing an implied referent of the word to secrets. The purpose and inevitability of
the secrets of the kingdom (the word) is revelation. A hearer may have experienced a sigh of
relief as one recalled the potential difficulty of receiving the word in parables “in order that one
may indeed look but not perceive” (4:12). This statement may provide assurance that the secret’s
purpose is revelation and one must listen for it!
There is momentum gaining toward purpose in the story. A subtle shift has occurred as
the hearer is now being spoken to in a future tense. Jesus is giving the hearer an action plan: “the
measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more will be given you” (4:24). The
“measure” and the “bushel basket” (4:21) are both associated with the measuring of capacity,
usually in terms of grain.284 This standard of measure is aligned with the standard of judgment to
determine what is acceptable or unacceptable, or what is fair.285 A hearer whose livelihood is
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farming and agriculture knows that one can only measure at harvest time.286 If the hearer is
making associations, they will realize that only when one has perceived and understood (4:12)
can the word come to light (4:22) and be measured and more given (4:24). Proclaiming the word,
retelling the story of the good news, will be rewarded and rewarding. One’s stake in this
kingdom space is receiving that which one gives.
The hearer has now been invited to participate in purposive action. I have previously
suggested that this point in the parable discourse marks the pivot point, the centrepiece: it has
gone from “consequential to purposive.”287 A parable is veiled or unveiled depending on one’s
turning or not turning. The initial secret or veiled meaning of the parable is necessary due to the
ease with which a hardened heart may reject it or treat it with indifference. “The revelation is
veiled for the sake of man’s freedom to believe.”288 The concealment allows one to make a
decision or repentance first, then be open to receiving the word.289 The capacity to receive the
word depends upon one’s prior surrender and willingness to do God’s will (cf. 3:35).290 Jesus’s
use of parables honours the integrity of one’s freedom to choose.291 Furthermore, the saying is
suggesting that by giving and proclaiming the word, “more will be given you” (4:24) (by God);
in other words, God’s work needs human hands.
The consequential harshness of 4:12 has moved towards purposive action in 4:24. Once
the decision to receive the word is made, its meaning comes to light, and like any good story, is
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passed on in the telling. The parable has introduced the role of the sower and associates sowing
with telling a story, namely the good news. Moreover, it has been presented as an opportunity for
one to be involved in God’s kingdom. For the hearers, this is an unexpected turn of events:
sowing is something they know how to do.
Has a hushed silence fallen over the hearers with “pay attention to what you hear,” or are
there cheers of exaltation with “those who have, more will be given”? Either way, the crowd is
ready for Jesus to launch into two parables that make explicit reference to the kingdom of God.
Both parables situate themselves yet again in the ordinary, everyday life of the farming peasant
and each story has expected and unexpected features.
The Parable of the Growing Seed follows the action of someone scattering seed, waiting
for it to mature and harvesting the grain when ripe, all of which is expected in a story about a
farmer. The unexpected twist comes from the activity of the farmer, or rather, the inactivity of
the farmer. The story leaps from planted seed to harvest; all the daily labor and toil, which every
farmer knows is necessary, has been left out. One could say the story goes from hopeful
scattering to joyful harvest without the work and worry in between. “The earth produces of
itself” is a gentle reminder of the miracle of God’s creation and nurturing care of the earth. The
farmer initiated the action, God sustained the effort, and the farmer brought it to completion.
This parable casts God’s kingdom alongside the activity of a farmer, and both need to provide
effort for its successful outcome: it is an “interdependent partnership.”292
Next, Jesus compares the kingdom of God to a mustard seed. While it is true that the
smallness of the seed is being compared to the greatness of the kingdom, I wonder what someone
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in the crowd may have thought. The mustard seed is small, but is it the smallest? And when it
grows up, is it the greatest of all the shrubs? Further, is it noted to be a plant with large branches
for birds to nest? Regardless of any horticultural conclusions, the most notable feature of a
mustard plant is the fact that it is a weed that grows at an alarmingly vast rate. The
unexpectedness of this comparison may have been comical to the crowd, “God’s kingdom is
being compared to a weed? Why, just the other day I had to pull some out of my field…those
pesky things grow everywhere…I can’t get rid of them!” And then a moment of realization
occurs. The compounding multiplicity of the mustard plant is associated with the proclamation of
the word. In other words, this parable is suggesting a good story, namely the good news, will
spread with the feisty tenacity of a mustard plant.
The parables in Mark’s story world revolve around the common life of the first century
village peasant. Farming was as ancient as Israel itself.293 The language and imagery are rooted
in the everyday experience of a peasant, so these stories become possible and doable. The
hearers are able to transfer the experiences of the story to their own lives.294 This invites them to
consider their response to the parable.
We have already encountered the intriguing question, “who is the sower?” I touched upon
this earlier with suggestions of God, Jesus or an early Christian preacher. I think the most
interesting suggestion to propose is that the sower represents humans, in particular those who
hear the good news (1:15). I would argue that Jesus was the first sower, but the only way a good
story survives is in its retelling, and that takes many sowers. The insiders (4:10) who experienced
Jesus’s parables collected in Mark 4 may be the first sowers, who told stories about a sower and
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his field of scattered seeds, which was a collective, lived reality. The common experience not
only included engaging with the story but living the story. The parables brought to light the
miracle of God’s creative activity in the ordinary, everyday experience. Each story contained
elements that were familiar and outcomes that were expected. However, casting the familiar and
expected alongside God and His kingdom allowed people, who may have otherwise considered
themselves powerless, a stake in shaping this kingdom space.295 Instead of focusing on the soil
and the implied referent of hearing and receiving, I suggest that sowing is the catalyst. Without
the initial sowing, storytelling, there is nothing to hear or receive.
The hearer would have been immersed with their conventions and traditions. New
teachings in the ancient world were considered suspicious. To suggest a new teaching required
something more than a doctrine or scriptural precedent; in other words, a comparison rather than
a definition.296 Casting the everyday, common world of the first century alongside God brought
God out of the Temple to be present among them. The actions of the sower scattering seed occur
without prejudging the soil upon which one sows.297 It takes courage to be a sower.
These are the parables that Mark included in his story world to describe what Jesus’s
teaching was like. A close examination of these stories demonstrates the pedagogy Jesus uses to
associate the everyday world of the common, first century peasant to the mystery of God’s
kingdom. In this sense, Mark’s Jesus reflects the Jewish tradition of mashal to invite his hearers
to consider the parable’s hidden meaning.298 This pedagogy is effective because it calls the
hearer to visualize the kingdom space embedded into his or her own world space. It suspends the
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reader/hearer in a liminal situation to transfer the experience of the story to one’s life, ask
questions, consider possibilities and take action. Jesus creates a space that brought together the
realm of God and the realm of the common folk. The subtlety of his storytelling respects one’s
freedom to hear and receive the word at their own pace and in their own time. Their
transformative effects become visible when one turns toward God in response to the word. The
parable discourse was structured in such a way as to be rhetorically persuasive with the meaning
of each parable pointing to God as the referent. The urging of the hearer to be a participant,
specifically in 4:24-25, fosters a sense of ownership, setting the stage for a dynamic,
interdependent partnership with God. These stories were shared by groups and communities and
provided an opportunity and space for a response.299
We have come full circle: what happened when the crowds dispersed and went back to
their villages?
The crowds would have had time to consider their surroundings and talk to their
neighbours on the way back home. What would they have noticed? The rocky ground upon
which they walked and the thorny bushes, just like in the stories? Did mustard plants dot the
horizon and remind them of the story that compared it to God’s kingdom? Did they wonder why
the farmer in the scattering seed story did not plow and fertilize his field like they did? As they
walked, perhaps they spotted people they collectively referred to as “the sinners” (2:15-16),
sitting along the edges of the crowd, as was their custom. They heard the good news as well.
What did they think of it?
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This analysis points to how the parable discourse in Mark 4 demonstrates the
interdependent partnership between God and humans. The examination of the collection of
parables in Mark 4 reveals their effect as a rhetorical argument and as a story to persuade the
reader/hearer to embed this kingdom space into their world space. The parable collection exhorts
the reader/hearer to pay attention to what they hear (4:24) so that the word (4:12), though
mysterious (4:28), can be perceived and understood in order to be revealed (4:22). When the
word is sown (4:24) its effects can be experienced, to become great (4:32).
The following diagram illustrates the kingdom space and expands on Figure 1 (Section
3). Drawing on elements from the parable discourse, God’s promises and human participation
come together. When the hearer, who begins in the traditions and conventions of their world
space, listens to the new teachings of the stories (parables of Jesus), the things of God (the
gospel, the secret of the kingdom of God) enter into their world space and this is a movement
toward the nexus. This nexus is a space that bridges the actions of the hearers (turning, listening,
giving) and the activity of God (revealing, forgiving). It is the fruition of a new spatial practice
(Thirdspace). This includes sowing the word to illuminate the secrets of the kingdom and
continues with giving and getting measure. With this activity, God’s promises are assured with
giving the secrets of the kingdom so more can be given (and taken), thus reaping the gospel. A
new spatial practice comes into view in the nexus: the fruition of the kingdom of God.

76

The Kingdom Space

World Space

Realm of Humans

 Hidden
 Secret
 Conventions
 Traditions

 SOWING
 The Word
 Illuminated Secret
 Turn
 Measure Giving and Getting
 Look/Listen/Perceive/Understand

KINGDOM
OF GOD
 FRUITION

Realm of God

Parable/Story

 REAPING
 The Gospel
 Given Secret
 Forgiveness
 Will be given/taken
 αὐτομάτη

 Disclosure
 Reveal
 New Teachings

Figure 2: The Kingdom Space

77

7 Story World and Kingdom Space
Following the parable discourse in Mark 4, Mark shifts the reader/hearer back into his
story world (4:35) and follows Jesus as the story unfolds. Jesus’s subsequent interaction with
characters in the story world embodies the message from this collection of parables, further
illustrating the kingdom space.
To demonstrate the experience of this kingdom space, I examine the stories of The
Healed Woman (5:24-35), The Syrophoenician Woman (7:24-30) and The Healing of Blind
Bartimaeus (10:46-52). These stories provide a clear demonstration of the kingdom space,
carrying the elements of the parable collection forward. These characters hear the word, seek out
Jesus for healing and, in the process, experience the kingdom space. Mark’s story continues and
invites the reader/hearer to experience the effects of the kingdom space, as defined in the parable
discourse, through these interactions with Jesus.
By observing the minor characters interacting with Jesus in this kingdom space, the
reader/hearer is able to grasp the extent to which God’s kingdom can be experienced.300
The minor characters in these stories appear to be those living outside of the human
community due to various conditions of status or health. Mark identifies these similar characters
as tax collectors, sinners, (2:15) the sick and possessed (1:23, 34). These characters may
represent people the reader/hearer has limited experience with or may represent the
reader/hearers themselves. Either way, the story invites them to pay close attention.
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Mark uses patterns of repetition to tell his story such as verbal threads, to serve as key
words and phrases that are repeated to alert the reader/hearer of themes within an episode.301
When words are repeated in new contexts, they provide new meanings and associations. The
purpose of this strategy is to observe the possibility of each story’s meaning in relation to the
kingdom space and observe the character’s interaction in it.
The minor characters in Mark’s story world function as the main characters in “typescenes.” Type-scenes are part of an effective technique in oral storytelling that structures clusters
of episodes forming concentric or parallel patterns.302 Mark uses patterns of repetition in
episodes that intertwine with each other to contribute to the overall characterization, plot and
themes of the story.303 By design, type-scenes reflect patterns of variation; the audience becomes
familiar with the pattern and are better able to absorb variations introduced in new stories.304 The
unexpectedness of the variations function similarly to that of the parables as it invites the
audience to ask questions and engage with the story. Type-scenes exhibit the following form (as
outlined by Rhoads, Dewey, Michie): “coming to Jesus, making a request, over-coming an
obstacle to demonstrate faith, the touching or speaking Jesus does, the healing and the reaction of
the crowd.”305 Like the unexpected leap from sowing to harvest, with no effort put forth in the
Parable of the Growing Seed (4:26-29), the reader/hearer takes notice of the variations when the
story world differs in some explicit way from the world the reader/hearer normally inhabits.306
The variation informs the reader/hearer that something new is about to take place.

301

RDM, Mark as Story, 47, 50. See chapter 2 for a comprehensive overview of narrative patterning. This
project focusses on type-scenes and verbal threads.
302
Ibid., 47.
303
Ibid., 47, 51.
304
Ibid., 51.
305
Ibid.
306
Steussy, “Life, Story and the Bible,” 120.

79

7.1

A Woman Healed (5:25-34)
In the story of A Woman Healed (5:25-34), Mark’s story world provides an unexpected

abundance of detail about a woman who comes to Jesus for healing.307 It appears that sowing is
taking place in the story world as “she had heard about Jesus” (5:27) which leads her to seek him
out. The type-scene includes a variation: the woman does not request healing, she takes it! This
is an unexpected twist, leaving the reader/hearer to anticipate Jesus’s response.
The reader/hearer learns that the woman has suffered from hemorrhages for twelve years,
and that she had “endured much [παθοῦσα]” under the care of physicians, casting a sympathetic
light on the woman (5:25-26).308 The Greek πάσχω309 is used to describe her suffering. The
reader/hearer may be on alert with this strong wording, as it will be used two more times in
Mark’s story to describe the suffering of Jesus himself.310 This wording reveals the woman’s
desperate situation. Due to purity laws, the woman was unable to have natural relations with her
family and, by extension, members of her community: “If a woman has a discharge of
blood…she shall be unclean. Every bed on which she lies…and everything on which she sits
shall be unclean…Whoever touches these things shall be unclean” (Lev.15:25-27).311 How strict
Jewish society was concerning the purity laws in Mark’s story world is not clear, but it is clear
that the bleeding of a woman was cause for stigma and some form of separation or mindful
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distancing.312 Is the woman barren? Does the twelve years indicate that she is middle aged and
not able to reach menopause due to the flow of blood?313 Regardless, not only does her illness
render her unclean and stigmatized, she is in a liminal state because of her condition.314
Her intention in coming to Jesus is revealed in 5:28, as the story allows us a peek into the
woman’s thoughts, “If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well.” The Greek word used for
“made well” is σῴζω, with a literal translation of “saved.”315 When she touched his cloak, she
“felt in her body that she was healed” (5:29). The woman came for healing, received healing and
revealed herself to Jesus.
For the readers/hearers, Jesus’s response may be the most unexpected aspect of this story
and demonstration of the character of the kingdom space: “Daughter, your faith has made you
well; go in peace and be healed of your disease” (5:33). The verbal thread of “made well” is
continued with the repetition of the word, σῴζω, to confirm that she had been saved. The woman
came to be healed, ἰάομαι, (5:29), but Jesus’s confirmation of her healing indicates a much more
holistic healing. Mark chooses the Greek word ὑγιής, (5:33), implying wholeness and soundness.
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The woman came to be healed (ἰάομαι), but was made whole (ὑγιής).316 For the woman’s action
(measure given) she has been healed (measure received), but in the process, she has been made
whole (and more will be given) (4:25). The kingdom space is demonstrating that the activity of
sowing will result in reaping, and then some. God’s promises are coming through a marginalized
woman.
The story slows down dramatically after the woman touches Jesus’s cloak and the power
(δύναμις) goes forth from him.317 “Jesus turned about in the crowd” and asked who touched his
cloak (5:30), followed by “he looked all around to see who had done it” (5:32). This happens just
as Jesus was on his way to save the life of a child (5:24). This woman’s touch was important and
significant enough for Jesus to delay. Jesus is demonstrating the kingdom space: he stopped and
turned around repeatedly, not searching for the one who took his power, but for the one who
needed it.
The story reveals that she is afraid (5:33), but she is determined that one touch, even of
his cloak, will heal her. She expects that this movement in space will save her.318 It is in this
touch that her space is punctured.319 Following the woman’s touch, the story slows down even
more as Jesus is immediately aware “that power (δύναμις) had gone forth from him.” (5:30) The
δύναμις in Mark’s story world refers to the power that comes from God, and it was αὐτομάτη.320
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The reader/hearer experiences the mystery of God’s kingdom in this healing. The
discharge of this power seems to emanate from Jesus involuntarily, and the woman comes to him
in trembling and fear (5:33). She is afraid of Jesus’s response but his reply is reassuring:
“Daughter, your [πίστις, trust] has made you well” (5:34).321
In this story, πίστις (trust) is the catalyst that brings her to Jesus and is the basis for her
healing. He commends the woman for her trust in his power over her fear.322 Trust in what she
had heard about Jesus prompts the woman to take action and move toward him. Not only is she
healed, but her body is made whole (5:34). Thus, a further variation of the type-scene is evident:
word—trust—action—movement—healing, so that “trust is embodied in action.”323 The Healed
Woman’s movement in space illustrates the physical consequences of the space that separates
one human from another, and in this story, it is healing.324 The reader/hearer is left to consider: if
she can do it, so can I.
This story demonstrates the meaning of the parable collection. The word the woman
hears about Jesus prompts her to seek him. In doing so, she experiences the kingdom space. She
receives healing (ἰάομαι) and then some (ὑγιής).325 In this spirit, the story also demonstrates that
some of the characters will not have the common, ordinary experience like that of someone who
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scatters seed and “would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he
does not know how” (4:27). Rather, it will be shocking and come with risk, suddenness and
δύναμις.
The story ends abruptly, with the woman poised in front of Jesus. What does she do next?
Mark invites the reader/hearer to consider their response.

7.2

The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith (7:24-30)
The story of the Syrophoenician Woman also follows the established type-scene, but this

time the variation occurs with Jesus’s initial refusal of the woman’s request for healing. This
almost negates the demonstration of the kingdom space but the woman bests him with her λόγος,
and he grants her request.
Jesus moves into Gentile territory to the region of Tyre. He enters a house and “did not
want anyone to know he was there” (7:24). This detail is odd, but will end up being quite
significant. A woman had “heard about him” (7:25) and sought an audience with him, like the
man with leprosy (1:45), the possessed man (5:20), the Healed Woman (5:27), and others (e.g.,
7:36).326 The woman’s request is to “cast the demon out of her daughter” (7:26). Similar to the
Healed Woman, it is implied that the Syrophoenician Woman’s trust in Jesus’s words prompts
her to find him (7:26).
Jesus’s initial refusal is a variation of the type-scene and though this may be an
unexpected twist in the story, the reader/hearer may have been expecting this response. The
request comes from a Gentile woman, indicating her ethnos, from which Israel found it necessary

326

Rhoads, “Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman,” 362.

84

to remain distinct.327 Jesus’s harsh response (7:27) infers he may have found her request to be
illegitimate because she fell outside of certain spatial and temporal boundaries: she is a non-Jew
and the time had not yet come for Gentiles.328 Although Rhoads suggests that Jesus’s response is
unexpected because all other requests have been granted,329 this context suggests that Jesus’s
response is exactly what the reader/hearer would expect given her Gentile status. What the
reader/hearer would not expect is for someone to best Jesus’s λόγος, and a woman no less.
Jesus’s response is puzzling due to its harsh language: “Let the children be fed first, for it
is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” (7:27). Jesus seems to be referring
to Israel with the term “children” and the term “dogs” refers to the woman and her ethnic station
relative to Israel.330 This saying suggests that Jesus’s work and ministry was for his own ethnic
group with others to come later. The woman’s response is brilliant. She changes the context of
Jesus’s sharp saying with her word, her λόγος, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the
children’s crumbs.” (7:28) In the Ancient Near East, dogs were often described as street animals
that scavenged for food.331 To be regarded as a dog was humiliating.332 The woman changes the
meaning of Jesus’s scavenger dog (κυνάριον) to that of a household pet by introducing the notion
of a table.333 She accepts the derogative term, but notes that her request does not threaten the
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primary role of Israel.334 Thus, she transforms the context.335 Furthermore, she answers Jesus’s
parable with a riddle of her own.336
Jesus concedes, “For saying that [τὸν λόγον], you may go – the demon has left your
daughter” (7:29). The NRSV translation “for saying that” loses the significance of “the word” or
“τὸν λόγον” as this has been used throughout the story world to identify the good news. The
reader/hearer would have picked up this verbal thread and associated it with Jesus’s
proclamation of the kingdom. This is the only instance in Mark’s story world where Jesus loses a
dispute.337 Jesus acknowledges the insightfulness of the woman’s words and grants her request.
Moreover, Jesus subsequently embarks on an extended tour of Gentile territory (7:31). Jesus has
already visited Gentile Territory and healed a possessed man (5:1-20), but this extended tour
may suggest that the encounter with the Syrophoenician woman prompted a change in
strategy.338
At the beginning of this episode, Jesus enters a house and does not want to be noticed.
The episode ends with Jesus extending his mission to Gentile territory. There is some
reminiscence here of the pivotal statement in the parable discourse in Mark 4: “Is a lamp brought
in to be put under the bushel basket…and not on the lampstand? For there is nothing hidden,
except to be disclosed…” (4:21-22) The purpose of Jesus’s mission is to reveal God’s kingdom,
not to hide it. Jesus is no more capable of “escap[ing] notice” (4:24) -- even among the Gentiles - than the word is capable of remaining hidden.
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This story continues to demonstrate elements of the parable collection. Those who hear
the word, and receive it, experience the kingdom space. Jesus’s encounter with the
Syrophoenician Woman instills confidence in the reader/hearer that the kingdom space is
accessible and possible.

7.3

The Healing of Blind Bartimaeus (10:46-52)
The story of Blind Bartimaeus captures the fruition of sowing as he “heard that it was

Jesus of Nazareth” (10:47) who came through his village and “followed him on the way” (10:52)
thus, becoming a sower himself.
The story follows the pattern of a type-scene without variation. What is striking about
this pericope is the raw humanity on display in the character of the kingdom space. It begins with
names. The main character is introduced twice as “Bartimaeus, son of Timaeus.” (10:46)
Bartimaeus is a combination of bar, meaning “son” in Aramaic, and Timaeus from the Greek
word τιμά, which means, “to show high regard for, honor, revere.”339 Thus, “Bartimaeus” means
exactly the same thing as “son of Timaeus”: “son of honor.”340 This twice reiterated emphasis on
his name stands in stark contrast to his description as a “blind beggar, sitting by the roadside”
(10:46), in other words, sitting in dirt and emphasizing his shame.341 It represents a humiliating
situation. Additionally, Bartimaeus’s request to Jesus for healing is so that he can “see again”
(10:51), inferring that he once had a full, productive life that has been reduced to begging for
sustenance because of his blindness.342

BDAG, “τιμάω,” Greek-English Lexicon, 1004. Also, Boomershine, Story Journey, 126.
Boomershine, Story Journey, 126.
341
Ibid.
342
Ibid.
339
340

87

The second name mentioned is Jesus of Nazareth (10:47). The last two times the
reader/hearer heard Jesus’s full name were in 1:9, when the man from Nazareth was introduced,
and in 1:24, when a demon called him out. The crowds around Bartimaeus announce “that it was
Jesus of Nazareth” (10:47) arriving, inferring that the stories of Jesus have been spreading.
The description of Bartimaeus’s humiliating situation appeals to the audience’s
sympathy, and this continues as he cries out for mercy. The crowd shushes him, and his only
option is to cry out louder, “Son of David, have mercy on me!”343 Bartimaeus’s cry out to Jesus
implicitly suggests his trust of what he had heard about Jesus. When Jesus calls Bartimaeus to
him, he comes to Jesus “throwing off his cloak” (10:50). His cloak was his livelihood; beggars
collected food and money in their cloaks laid before them, so in the act of throwing it off, he left
behind his only vestige of dignity; thus, “it is with nothing that Bartimaeus presents himself to
Jesus.”344 The reader/hearer may recall the disciples leaving all behind as they dropped their nets
to follow Jesus (1:18). There is a vulnerability in perceiving, understanding and turning (4:12).
The humanity of the story takes shape when Jesus calls Bartimaeus from amongst the
crowd. The word φωνέω is used three times (v. 49) to emphasize this calling. However, he seems
to be hesitant and is coaxed by the crowd who say to him “take heart [Θάρσει]; get up.” (10:49)
A more literal translation for θαρσέω may be, “have courage” or “be brave,”345 and he listens and
takes action: “he sprang up and came to Jesus” (10:50). The attentive reader/hearer may have
picked up this verbal thread from 6:50, when Jesus responds to the disciples fear of him walking
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on water, saying “take heart [Θαρσεῖτε], it is I [ἐγώ εἰμι]; do not be afraid.” “The addition of ἐγώ
εἰμι is an expression of divine self-revelation in Hebrew Tradition (Ex. 3:13-15; Is. 41:4; 1011).346 Jesus, the man from Nazareth, is issuing reassurance of God’s activity.
In the end, Jesus tells Bartimaeus to “Go, your faith has made you well,” employing the
pedagogy demonstrated in the parables. The secrets of the kingdom come to light and are given
(4:22, 24) to those that perceive and understand, and therefore turn (4:12). The man exercised his
freedom to choose his destiny, and Jesus follows up with the command to “Go.” This is a
reflection of the character of the kingdom space and it provides an opportunity to experience a
character embedding this space with their world space. Bartimaeus heard (the word) about Jesus
and made the decision to turn to this word. Bartimaeus’s turning results in a life-saving event
(σῴζω) (10:52). His turning carries forward in purposive action as he “followed him on the way”
(10:52) to embark on a new beginning and become a sower.
In these three stories, Jesus demonstrates the kingdom space he defines in the parable
collection. The Healed Woman (5:25-34), the Syrophoenician Woman (7:24-30) and Blind
Bartimaeus (10:46-52) heard the word about Jesus (4:14), turn and seek him out for healing
(4:12). Their actions illuminate the kingdom space (4:22), provide an opportunity for interaction
and healing (4:24) and, in the case of Bartimaeus, an invitation for purposive action (4:20). The
story develops the theme of sowing and invites the reader/hearer to experience the effects of
sowing in the story world through each character’s interaction with Jesus.
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8 The Nexus of Kingdom Space: An Independent Entity
The story world’s use of language and imagery to make associations provide “a way of
envisioning alteration to the space one is in.”347 However, how can we talk about space? It is an
entity that consists of nothing, yet it contains everything! “Anything that actually happens and
has an effect in the world has its effect because it takes place, because it seizes space in the world
where physical forces have physical consequences.”348 The human experience is the engagement
of human activities in the space that separates one human from another.349 Stories reveal the
human experience; thus, they have the power to take up space.350 Mark’s story world is based on
the life experiences of those who encountered Jesus, especially through stories told about him, so
those stories have taken up space, both in the original experience and in the retelling.
The language and imagery of a story create a space the reader/hearer can experience and
this strengthens due to a group’s sharing of this experience.351 In Mark’s story world, taking this
experience and adapting it into a spatial practice take movements of sowing, perceiving /
understanding / turning, and action (4:12, 20, 24). Embedding this new spatial practice into one’s
world space is the abridgement of human activity and God’s activity (world space and kingdom
space): the nexus. If Thirdspace represents ways in which new meanings and possibilities for
spatial practice become visual and applicable, then this is Thirdspace.352 Mark invites the
reader/hearer to experience each character’s movement toward this nexus space in his story
world.
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Mark presents the reader/hearer with a story world that develops the kingdom space
through storytelling. He invites the reader/hearer to experience this space following Jesus as he
interacts with characters in the early chapters, who receive healing (1:32; 42) and in the case of
Levi, the opportunity to follow (2:14). The story reveals the character of this kingdom space in
the parable collection and invites the reader/hearer to participate, as a sower (4:24), responding
to the word (4:20). Then he demonstrates the kingdom in minor characters, who hear and trust
the word (5:27, 34; 7:25-26; 10:47) for world-restoring healing.
The story of the Healed Woman (5:25-34), The Syrophoenician Woman (7:24-30) and
Blind Bartimaeus (10:46-52) demonstrate movement toward this nexus. Despite their subtle
type-scene variations, each story examined above has common elements. All three stories begin
with a suppliant coming to Jesus for healing. Each of the characters seek out Jesus because they
have “heard about Jesus/him” (5:27; 7:25; 10:47), trust him (5:34, implied in 7:26 and 10:47),
and move toward him. “Embedded in the actions of the characters, coming, kneeling, asking,
persisting, is the implicit trust that healing will take place.”353 The movement of the characters
provide an experiential roadmap to navigate the abridgment toward the kingdom space nexus.
All three characters abridge the space of their world with movement toward Jesus and receive
healing. That is, movement toward the kingdom space results in the healing of these characters.
These stories demonstrate the effects of the character’s movement toward the nexus of
the kingdom space. Each story’s character exhibits trust in the word that prompts action for
world-restoring results. Mark presents the reader/hearer with a way of envisioning an alteration
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to their space through the experience of the story.354 This is Thirdspace, which “resides in
visionary vistas that imagine new meanings or possibilities for shaping spatial practice.”355
Story world creates a universe, a framework, of “what is possible and probable in the
world the story’s characters inhabit.”356 This may differ from the world the reader/hearer
normally inhabits, so the story’s use of language and imagery enable them to visualize what this
kingdom space is like.357 Thus, the story functions as a way for the reader/hearer to visualize
their response to the story world and a new way of being indirectly, from a distance. This means
it enables the reader/hearer to experience a story that does not directly include them, but is
reflective of their life experience to be relatable and possible. For example, the mustard plant is a
weed, which is associated with the kingdom, disrupting a common set of expectations and
presents the kingdom in an unconventional way. 358 This suggests the purposeful action of the
sower can progress from the small beginnings of a weed to the greatest of all the shrubs and
associates this with God’s kingdom. Thus, the relatable images make associations with God’s
kingdom and the actions of the sower are possible as a new spatial practice. In the context of the
parable collection, this image of greatness relies on the actions of the sower to illuminate the
secrets and mysteries of the kingdom emphasizing the role of both humans and God. The
beginnings of a new spatial practice that include an interdependent partnership are developing.
The story world invites the reader/hearer to embed the elements of the story, the actions of the
characters, into their world space, thus the possibility of a new spatial practice comes into view.
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It is implied within the story world that each suppliant has paid attention to what they
heard (word) (4:24) and perceived and understood the word (4:12) so that it has been revealed
(4:22). The implicit trust in the word prompts them into action to move toward Jesus’s space for
a world-restoring request. The experience turns into story and falls into a cycle of retelling; thus,
the measuring one gives and gets (4:24) is passed on and shared. The dynamics are mysterious,
reflecting God’s ways. Jesus responds to trust in his word αὐτόματος (4:28) and reader/hearers
are invited to spread the news with the feisty tenacity of a mustard plant (4:32).
It all starts with sowing.
Throughout this project, I have been contemplating the identity of the sower. It is not
critical to this project’s outcome, but it adds a layer of value to the purpose of the story world. I
have suggested that Jesus was the first sower, and humans carried this forward within and
beyond the story world. This analysis reveals to me that Jesus is not the first sower. Jesus is the
story, the good news (1:1). Mark’s story world is narrating the experiences of how the first
sowers became sowers: the hearing of the word, the trusting of the word, risking action, and
turning toward God. These minor characters demonstrate to the reader/hearer how to be a sower.
Each story ends with the gentle directive to “go” (5:34; 7:29; 10:52). The characters and the
reader/hearers have the freedom to choose what they will do with their experience of the
kingdom space. The man healed of leprosy “went out and began…to spread the word” (1:45)
suggesting he becomes a sower. Bartimaeus “followed him on the way” (10:52), implying he
becomes a sower. The stories of the Healed and Syrophoenician women end abruptly, leaving the
reader/hearer to consider how they will respond—will they become sowers?
The story world presents an opportunity for a new spatial practice to develop between
God and humans. To embody the purposive actions of the sower invites one to experience God’s
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kingdom. Thus, the sower is called to spread the good news, to engage in a cycle of storytelling,
to go…tell.
The story world of the Gospel of Mark reveals the space of the kingdom of God. Story
world invites the reader/hearer into its space and grants them the opportunity to experience the
story, alongside the characters, and visualize their response to it. Storytelling as a shared
experience invites a group to inhabit this space and be bound by the common experience, and is
highly effective in the community-building process.359 Mark’s Jesus was a storyteller and set his
stories within the realm of human experiences that capture the activities in the space that separate
one human from another.360 However, the space that Jesus reveals also includes God’s kingdom,
and it is a strange, new space. It is not like the common, everyday world of the reader/hearer, but
is reflective of it. It includes the familiar gathering of a harvest that requires no effort (4:28) and
pesky weeds sown (on purpose!) to become great shrubs (4:32). In this way, Jesus’s stories
reveal the human experience alongside God, presenting a new space that is independent of other
spaces. It stands on its own and invites the reader/hearer to move toward this space, embed it
with their own, experience God and engage in a new spatial practice.
The sower makes this space a possibility. The parable collection in Mark 4 emphasizes
the role of the sower. These stories exhort the sower to “pay attention to what you hear” (4:24)
and assures the sower that the secrets of God’s kingdom will be revealed with hearing,
perceiving and turning (4:12). The stories provide an important action item, “the measure you
give will be the measure you get, and still more will be given you” (4:24) suggesting the sower’s
efforts will receive God’s promises. Trust in God’s promises is “not assent to a proposition but
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risking commitment” and enables one to bridge the gap between oneself and God.361 A
partnership is established to make this space come to fruition. The sower’s task is to sow the
word, the good news (1:1, 15), introducing a cycle of storytelling. The task of the sower is to
pass on the word (4:14), the good news (1:1), transferring the experience of the story to the
reader/hearer’s real world, thus bearing the reality of the story in its retelling.362 This new spatial
practice bridges the space between God and humans.
Interestingly, the ending of Mark seems to leave the fate of Jesus and the kingdom space
in doubt. The reader/hearer has an expectation that a satisfying ending will answer any lingering
questions and that it is possible to inhabit this new kingdom space. The final words of Mark refer
to the women and the tomb: “And they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” (16:8),
suggesting the story ends with silence. However, given the context of Mark’s story, particularly
the parable collection with the emphasis on sowing, the ending is not as unresolved as it appears.
This last story demonstrates the power of the sower one last time.
Up to this point, Mark’s story world has many stories of women,363 but none of them are
named. It is significant, then, that the women in the final chapters are named: Mary Magdalene,
Mary the mother of James, and Salome (15:40, 47; 16:1).364 At this late stage of the story, Mark
reveals a detail about the women, “These used to follow him and provided for him when he was
in Galilee; and there were many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem”
(15:41).365 This suggests that the women had been followers all along and are not only witness to
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the event at the tomb, but were witness to his whole ministry.366 The unprecedented casting and
naming of the women in Mark’s story, then, would have caught the attention of the
readers/hearers as serving some special role.367
The women go to the tomb to find a “stone, which was very large” (16:4) rolled away, a
numinous “young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side” (16:5) who announces
that Jesus “has been raised; (and) he is not here” (16:6). The story reveals the women are
“alarmed” (16:5) as “terror and amazement had seized them” (16:8) and fleeing as “they said
nothing to anyone, for they were afraid” (16:8). It might appear that the women do not fulfil their
role as key witnesses. However, Larry W. Hurtado suggests that the syntax may indicate the
women do not fail to communicate, but rather speak to no one else beyond those to whom they
were directed.368 In other words, they do not publicly proclaim their news, but keep it in close
circles.369
Tucked into this last part of Mark’s story is a directive for the women that is easy to
overlook because of the abrupt ending. The figure of the young man in the empty tomb tells the
women, “But go, tell [ὑπάγετε, εἴπατε, second person plural], his disciples and Peter that he is
going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you” (16:7, emphasis mine).
“Go” is the directive of purposive action that has been threading through Mark’s story world.
The directive from the young man to “go, tell” serves as a verbal thread, reminding the audience
of other characters in the story who were told to “go,” like the leprous man (1:44) and the
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possessed man (5:1-20). However, in the final scene of M ark’s story, after Jesus’s death, the
disappearance of the disciples, and the empty tomb, women who are told to “go, tell” flee. The
only ones actually left with the story are the reader/hearers.370
Thus, the command to “go” is transferred to the reader/hearer, who is asked to take the
expression of this experience of the story forward, retelling the story of Jesus, and become a
sower. To “go” implies the appeal to receive the word and “tell” the story of Jesus and the
kingdom of God, thereby sustaining the cycle of storytelling and bringing the reader/hearer back
to the “beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ” (1:1). Following the command to “go”
brings the kingdom space to fruition. It completes the sower’s activity.
It is the call to do something, to embed the kingdom space into their world space, embody
God’s values and ethos and continue to tell Jesus’s story, the good news (1:1), to be a sower—
and a storyteller. As audience members are the only ones present at the conclusion of this story,
this directive is for them.371

9 Conclusion
Mark’s story world demonstrates the effects storytelling can have on the shaping of a new
spatial practice. The parable collection in Mark 4 explains to the reader/hearer how to participate
in the kingdom of God and does so in a way that makes it possible. Mark uses sophisticated and
persuasive storytelling techniques to weave a collection of stories into an action plan. This
collection is based on the stories of Jesus, who speaks in parables, and draws in the hearer with
familiar language and images to explain the mysteries of God’s kingdom. This is done in such a
way that the possibility of experiencing God is real…and simple: go and tell the stories. If the
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human experience is the engagement of activities in the space that separates one human from
another,372 and that activity includes God, space changes: God becomes present and the
possibility of a new spatial practice presents itself. If a new spatial practice is embraced and
exercised, a Thirdspace develops and is independent of other spaces. In other words, a new way
of being exists. That is the significance of Jesus’s stories and Mark’s ability to tell them.
Today, Mark’s story provokes us to ask questions and contemplate the characters of the
story, their movement, their voices, and their interactions with Jesus. His story compels us to
visualize ourselves entering the story world and uncovering “new truths [and] new nuggets” to
discover the possibility that our own lives may intersect with the story.373 When we leave the
story and go back to our own world space, does a piece of the story come with us?374 Do we
move into Thirdspace and a new way of being? We tell our own stories to others, stories that
have shaped us, and perhaps others in the re-telling. So too, Mark’s story world reveals a space
in which we can enter, encounter and experience the fullness of the story so that we dare to hope
for the possibility of fruition.
Mark’s story world creates a space for God’s kingdom; storytelling makes this space a
possibility. That is the job of the sower: to do something: Embrace the story world. Invite the
kingdom space into your own. Be the sower. Sustain the cycle of storytelling and maybe this
story will be the story that changes your life and the lives of others, like one of those pesky
mustard plants.
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